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Abstract 
This essay focuses on performing artists at the court of Maharaja Ranjit Singh (r. 1801- 1839), the last fully 
VRYHUHLJQUXOHURIWKH3XQMDEDQGOHDGHURIZKDWLVWHUPHGWKH6LNK(PSLUH$IWHU5DQMLW¶VGHDWKKLVVXFFHVVRUV
ruled for a mere decade before BULWLVK DQQH[DWLRQ LQ  5DQMLW 6LQJK¶V NLQJGRP KDV EHHQ VWXGLHG IRU WKH
extraordinary authority it exercised over warring Sikh factions and for the strong challenge it posed to political 
rivals like the the British. Scholarly exploration of cultural efflorescence at the Lahore court has ignored the role 
of performing artistes, despite a preponderance of references to them in both Persian chronicles of the Lahore 
court and in European travelogues of the time. I demonstrate how Ranjit Singh was partial to musicians and 
dancers as a class, even marrying two Muslim courtesans in the face of stiff Sikh orthodoxy. A particular focus 
LVRQ5DQMLW¶VFRUSVRIµ$PD]RQV¶²female dancers performing martial feats dressed as men±the cynosure of all 
eyes, especially male European, and their significance in representing the martial glory of the Sikh state. Finally, 
I evaluate the curious FXOWXUDO PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJV WKDW DURVH ZKHQ (QJOLVK µGDQFLQJ¶ HQFRXQWHUHG ,QGLDQ
µQDXWFKLQJ¶ UHYHDOLQJ KRZ JHQGHU ZDV WKH SULPDU\ D[LV DUound which Indian and European male statesmen 
alike expressed their power. Ubiquitous in the daily routine of Ranjit and the lavish entertainments set up for 
visitors, musicians and female performers lay at the interstices of the Indo-European encounter, and Anglo-Sikh 
interactions in particular.  
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Bedell, Kirit Singh, Kanav Gupta, Pritam Singh, Richard Williams, Imre Bangha and Sonia Wigh. This research 
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Introduction 
Precolonial Punjab, a region widely stereotyped as centre of µfolk culturH¶DQG far removed 
from high classical traditions, was in fact a major centre for classical performance. At the 
court of Maharaja Ranjit Singh (r. 1801-1839), for example, classical musicians and dancers 
were prominent. Indeed, female performers, who initially were only a politically incidental 
presence at the Lahore court, gradually emerged as an indispensable component of 5DQMLW¶s 
cultural technologies of rule. This article will add to the existing literature on Ranjit Singh's 
court in two ways. First, it provides evidence for the flourishing patronage of the performing 
arts under Ranjit Singh, demonstrating how musicians and dancers were an important and 
affluent class at the Lahore GDUEƗr µFRXUW¶6HFRQGLWHVWDEOLVKHVWKHSROLWLFDOcentrality of 
specifically female dancers in the ritual infrastructure Ranjit Singh assembled, as part of 
political negotiations with the British particularly, and with European visitors more generally. 
Louis Fenech has recently restored attention towards the cultural and material technologies of 
rule that Ranjit Singh and artists at his court employed, skillfully yet subtly conveying the 
might of the Sikh kingdom to the British through practices of gift giving.1  The place of 
performing artistes at Ranjit 6LQJK¶VFRXUWQHHGVWREHVLPLODUO\H[DPLQHGDQGQRWUHOHJDWHG
to the realm oI µPHUH¶ HQWHUWDLQPHQW ZLWKLQ WKH TXRWLGLDQ URXWLQH RI \HW DQRWKHU µQDWLYH¶
Indian monarch. Extending analyses of the bestowal of honours and gifts in South Asia 
beyond commodities and honorific titles, I suggest ZHUHDVVHVVµSHUIRUPDQFHDVJLIW-giving¶ 
at the Sikh court, to demonstrate the powerful impact of cultural symbologies of rule and of 
affect in the history of early nineteenth century Punjab.  
 
Ethnomusicological work on Punjabi music has studied the powerful resonance of the notion 
RI µDIIHFW¶, or the experience of emotional energy as stimulated in particular by the 
performative traditions of music and dance, within a wider social and political context.2 
Recent interventions on the history of emotions in South Asia also support an argument for 
the centrality of affect in shaping the materiality and practices of political diplomacy and the 
strategic relations of Ranjit Singh with the British.3 Such a perspective, which investigates 
how cultural expression aids meaning making in society, has not yet been gainfully employed 
                                                        
1 /RXLV)HQHFKµ5DQMLW6LQJK7KH6KDZODQGWKH.DXNDE-i-,TEƗO-L3XQMDE¶Sikh Formations9ROQR¶V-2, 
pp. 83- %HUQDUG &RKQ¶V HVVD\V KDYH EHHQ SLRQHHULQJ LQ FRQQHFWLQJ WKH EHVWRZDO RI JLIWV DQG KRQRXUV WR
state-making and assertions of power in colonial South Asia, particularly in drawing the tension between 
indigenous gift-JLYLQJFHUHPRQLHVSUDFWLFHGE\ ,QGLDQ UXOHUVDQG WKHPRUHFRQWUDFWXDOQDWXUHRI WKH µPRGHUQ¶
darbƗrs KHOGXQGHU WKH%ULWLVK5DM6HH LQSDUWLFXODU%HUQDUG6&RKQ µ5HSUHVHQWing Authority in Victorian 
,QGLD¶ LQ (ULF +REVEDZP DQG 7HUHQFH 5DQJHU HGV The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1983, pp. 165-209. For the wider Punjab context, see the discussion in Anne Murphy, 
µ0DWHULDOL]LQJ 6LNK 3DVWV¶ Sikh Formations I, 2 (December 2005), p. 180, and also her monograph, The 
Materiality of the Past: History and Representation in Sikh Tradition, Oxford University Press, New York, 
2012, pp. 46-52. 
2 -DQLFH 3URWRSDSDV *XUOHHQ .DXU µ.ƯUWDQ &KDX&?NƯ$IIHFW (PERGLPHQW DQG 0HPRU\¶ Sikh Formations: 
Religion, Culture, Theory, Vol. 7, 2011, pp. 339-364. In the context of Hindustani music, see Regula Qureshi, 
µ+RZ 'RHV 0XVLF 0HDQ" (PERGLHG 0HPRULHV DQG WKe Politics of Affect in the Indian sarangi¶ American 
Ethnologist Vol. 27, No. 4 (Nov., 2000), pp. 805-838. 
3 Razak Khan reassesses emotions as a driving-IRUFH LQ KLVWRU\ XUJLQJ XV WR YLHZ WKHP DV µWKH PHGLDWRUV RI
affective meaning producing the materialLW\DQGSUDFWLFHVDURXQGZKLFK WKH LGHDRI VSDFHFRKHUHV¶ LQVWHDGRI
VLPSO\ VHHLQJ WKHP DV µDIWHU-HIIHFWV RI VRFLDO DFWLRQV¶ 5D]DN .KDQ µThe Social Production of Space and 
(PRWLRQVLQ6RXWK$VLD¶Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient, Vol. 58, 2015, p.612. More 
UHFHQWO\ VHH WKH VSHFLDO LVVXH HGLWHG E\ 0DUJULW 3HUQDX µ)HHOLQJ FRPPXQLWLHV ,QWURGXFWLRQ¶ The Indian 
Economic and Social History Review, Vol. 54, No. 1, 2017, pp.1±20. 
 3 
for a historical understanding of politics and/or culture in nineteenth century Punjab. Here I 
hope to address this lacuna. 
 
European accounts of courtesans at the Lahore GDUEƗr of Ranjit Singh predictably abound in 
QHJDWLYHVWHUHRW\SHVDERXWWKH6LNKUXOHU¶VVR-FDOOHGµGHEDXFKHG¶DSSHWLWHV, confirming 6DLG¶V
classic thesis about the µ2WKHULQJ¶ of non-Western cultures practised by Western writers.4 
From Claude Wade to Henry Lawrence, all travellers to the Lahore court wrote the 
µGDQFLQJnautch JLUO¶ LQWRDFFRXQWVRI5DQMLW
V OLIHDVDNH\GLVFXUVLYHGHYLFHWRH[SRVHKLV
µSURIOLJDF\¶5  As opposed to the supposed triviality of the female performers who function 
only as markers of decadence, I propose that they held a far more central role in fashioning 
the dynamics of court ritual at the Sikh kingdom. Ranjit Singh continued in the imperial 
Mughal tradition of patronising musicians and dancers, but also extended it, by moulding a 
special corps of female performers as key representatives of his kingdom to external 
observers and dignitaries,QWKHQLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\GHVSLWH1DZDE:DMLG$OL6KDK¶VVLQJXODU
OHJDF\ DV D SDWURQ RI WKH DUWV DQG WKH LQVWLWXWLRQ E\ KLP RI WKH µParikhana¶ ZKHUH PDQ\
IHPDOHSHUIRUPHUVZHUHWUDLQHGWKHUHLVQRHYLGHQFHWRVXJJHVWWKDWWKHODVWLQGHSHQGHQWUXOHU
RI $ZDGK HPSOR\HG D VSHFLDO FRUSV RI VXFK SHUIRUPHUV LQ KLV GLSORPDWLF DQG VWUDWHJLF
UHODWLRQVZLWKSROLWLFDO ULYDOV OLNH WKH%ULWLVK65DQMLW WKXVRFFXSLHGD IDLUO\XQLTXHSRVLWLRQ
DPRQJ KLV QLQHWHHQWK FHQWXU\ FRQWHPSRUDULHV DW RWKHU ,QGLDQ UR\DO FRXUWV JLYHQ WKDW KLV
VSHFLDOLVHGFRUSVRI IHPDOHSHUIRUPHUVZHUHQRW VLPSO\ VNLOOHGPXVLFLDQV DQGGDQFHUVEXW
DOVRRFFXSLHGDYLWDOV\PEROLFUROHLQWKHGLSORPDWLFULWXDOVRIWKH6LNKVWDWH 
 
To understand why and how Ranjit conceived of such a central role for female performers, I 
examine not only musicians and courtesans at the Lahore darbƗr EXW DOVR WKH6LNK UXOHU¶V
famed courtesan wives, D PDQXVFULSW RQ PXVLF SURGXFHG LQ /DKRUH GXULQJ WKH 0DKDUDMD¶V
reign, and engagements with Indian music and dance of the many European visitors to 
5DQMLW¶VFRXUWA special focus is RQ5DQMLW¶VFRUSVRI$Pazons: female dancers dressed as 
men, performing martial feats, the cynosure of all eyes, especially male European, and their 
significance in representing the martial glory of the Sikh state. The final section investigates 
the curious cultural misunderstanGLQJVWKDWDURVHZKHQ(QJOLVKµGDQFLQJ¶HQFRXQWHUHG,QGLDQ
µnautchLQJ¶GHOLQHDWLQJhow gender was the primary axis around which Indian and European 
male statesmen alike expressed their power. In the process, I demonstrate how a spotlight on 
                                                        
4 Edward Said, Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient, Penguin, London, 1978. While Said was more 
concerned with European representations of the Middle East, Islam and Arabs, his observations have been found 
relevant, though with some qualification, for South Asia as well. 
5
 This has been noted for most regions of South Asia. See the pioneering literature on these groups of 
performers, the most recent being the monographs of Margaret Walker, India's Kathak Dance in Historical 
Perspective, Ashgate, Aldershot, 2014, pp.61-4, 75-88, 89-98; Anna Morcom, Illicit Worlds of Indian Dance: 
Cultures of Exclusion, C.  Hurst and Co., London, 2013, Introduction and Chapter 1; Davesh Soneji, Unfinished 
Gestures: Devadasis, Memory, and Modernity in South India, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2012, 
pp.6-110. 
6 ShZHWD6DFKGHYDµ,Q6HDUFKRIWKH7DZD¶LILQ+LVWRU\&RXUWHVDQV1DXWFK*LUOVDQG&HOHEULW\ Entertainers in 
India (1720s-V¶ 3K' WKHVLV 6FKRRO RI 2ULHQWDO DQG $IULFDQ 6WXGLHV /RQGRQ  SS-171; and 
5LFKDUG:LOOLDPVµ+LQGXVWDQL0XVLF%HWZHHQ$YDGKDQG%HQJDO¶3K'WKHVLV.LQJ¶V&ROOHJH/RQGRQ
p.116-123, p. 135. Anecdotal evidence refers to Wajid Ali Shah employing a personal bodyguard made up of 
µIHPDOH$IULFDQZDUULRUV¶KRZHYHUWKLVERG\JXDUGGLGQRWSHUIRUPPXVLFDQGGDQFHEHIRUHYLsitors. See Rosie 
Llewellyn-Jones, The Last King in India: Wajid Ali Shah, 1822-1887, C. Hurst & Co., London, 2014, p.90. 
Similarly, while contemporary Maratha rulers like Daulat Rao Scindia frequently held nautches for European 
visitors (part of a longer tradition going back to the Mughals), we do not find them position female performers 
in this particular way. See T.D. Broughton, Letters from a Mahratta Camp During the Year 1809, Archibald & 
Constable, London, 1892. 
 4 
the performative traditions can deepen our perspective on the political world at the Lahore 
court, the focus of the bulk of historical writing on Ranjit Singh.  
 
&XOWXUDO3DWURQDJHDQG3XQMDE¶VILUVW6LNK0DKDUDMD 
Kirtan singers should also be employed, men from whom music flows as a stream, taming [even] wild 
animals as they flee [from the sight of men]. [The ruler] should also keep [a troupe of] dancing girls 
SƗWUƗ>DVDWWUDFWLYHDV@,QGUD¶VEHDXWLHVPRKDQƯ7KHNLUWDQVLQJHUVDQGGDQFLQJJLUOVVKRXOGVLQJWKH
praises of Sri Akal Purakh for him. 
- Anonymous author, 3UHP6XPƗUDJ7  
 
2QWKHERUGHUOLQHEHWZHHQ5DQMLW6LQJK¶VKDUHPDQGKLVFRXUWEHWZHHQKLVSULYDWHDQGKLVSXEOLFOLIH
WKHUHZDVDQRPDQ¶VODQGDODQGRIZLQHDQGVRQJDQGGDQFH   
- Fakir Syed Waheeduddin8 
 
The above quotes, separated roughly by two centuries, capture two ends of the discursive 
spectrum on the role of performing artists within a Sikh courtly context. The first points to 
LGHDO µSROLWLFDO FRQGXFW¶ DVSUHVFULEHG in an important RahitQƗPD text (a literature genre in 
Sikhism GHWDLOLQJWKH6LNKµPRGHRIOLIH¶DQG strictures around ideal behaviour expected from 
Khalsa, or fully initiated, Sikhs), which is simultaneously regarded as the earliest available 
manual for Sikh rulers, the Prem 6XPƗUDJ. This was most likely written in the years before 
Ranjit Singh became king.9 )DNLU:DKHHGXGGLQ¶VDFFRXQWRQWKHRWKHUKDQGLVSULPDULO\DQ
RUDOKLVWRU\EDVHGRQSULYDWHUHFRUGVRI/DKRUH¶V)DNLUIDPLO\²whose forebears served ably 
served the Maharaja.10  
 
$QDO\VHVRIFXOWXUDODFWLYLW\XQGHU5DQMLW¶VUHLJQKDYHFRYHUHGYDULRXVGRPDLQVOLNHSDLQWLQJ
textiles, jewellery, etc.,11 but have generally overlooked the place of musicians and dancers at 
his court. This is surprising since these performers are conspicuous in both the Persian 
chronicles produced at the Lahore GDUEƗr itself and also in accounts of numerous European 
travellers to the city. Existing literature refers obliquely to music at the court of Ranjit Singh, 
in a generalised acknowledgement of his patronage of the arts.12 Most writers have only 
skimmed the surface when speaking about musicians and dancers at the Lahore court, with 
                                                        
7
 W.H. McLeod (tr.), 3UHP6XPƗUDJ7KHTestimony of a Sanatan Sikh, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 
2006, µ7KHSDWWHUQRISROLWLFDOFRQGXFW¶S 
8
 Fakir S. Waheeduddin, The Real Ranjit Singh, Publication Bureau, Punjabi University Patiala, 1981, p. 171. 
9
 The dating of the 3UHP6XPƗUDJis a matter of some debate among scholars. McLeod, whose translation I rely 
on, argues for a late eighteenth/early nineteenth century date, certainly no later than 1815. McLeod (tr.), Prem 
6XPƗUDJ, pp.3-6. For a fuller definition of the 5DKLWQƗPD genre, seH$QQH0XUSK\ µ5HSUHVHQWDWLRQVRI6LNK
+LVWRU\¶ LQ The Oxford Handbook of Sikh Studies, Pashaura Singh and Louis Fenech (eds), NY, Oxford 
University Press, 2014, pp. 97-99. In the same volume, Christopher Shackle describes these texts as 
µSUHVFULSWLYH PDQXDOV IRU WKH.KDOVD FRGHRI FRQGXFW rahit¶6HH6KDFNOH µ6XUYH\RI /LWHUDWXUH LQ WKH6LNK
7UDGLWLRQ¶,ELGS 
10  ThougK DQ DFFRXQW PDLQO\ EDVHG RQ RUDO KLVWRU\ :DKHHGXGGLQ¶V ZRUN SURYLGHV XV ZLWK LPSRUWDQW
information on musicians and dancers, not readily available elsewhere. This is hardly surprising, given the 
primarily oral tradition that Hindustani music has been in India, and indeed, it is difficult to construct a social 
history of Indian music without relying in some measure on ethnographic evidence, howsoever fragmentary it 
may often be.  
11
 Susan Stronge, (ed.), The Arts of the Sikh Kingdom, V&A Publications, London, 1999. 
12 *HHWD3DLQWDO¶V PRQRJUDSKRQ PXVLFDO WUDGLWLRQVRI3XQMDE LQ+LQGL DQG%DOELU6LQJK.DQZDO¶V H[WHQVLYH
writings in Punjabi on Sikh liturgical performers and classical musicians are the only books outside the English 
language that discuss musicians and danFHUV DW 5DQMLW¶V FRXUW LQ DQ\ GHWDLO 3DLQWDO PunjƗb kƯ Sa۪gƯt 
ParamparƗ, Radha Publications, New Delhi, 1988 and B.S. Kanwal, Panjab De Parsidh RƗgƯ Te RabƗbƯ, Singh 
Brothers, Amritsar, 2010. 
 5 
the possible exception of one brief article by BN Goswamy published in 1978.13 In this, 
Goswamy proposes that tKHXELTXLW\RI IHPDOHSHUIRUPHUV DW5DQMLW6LQJK¶V FRXUW LV SURRI
that the performative traditions were highly evolved at the court of the Sikh ruler, a step 
ahead of developments in the hill states, especially the eighteenth century court of Balwant 
Singh of Guler, where there is a rich visual archive on musicians and dancers, courtesy the 
brilliant style of painting developing under masters like Nainsukh.14 Bob van der Linden, in 
an article on pre-WZHQWLHWK FHQWXU\ 6LNK PXVLF PDNHV FXUVRU\ PHQWLRQ RI 5DQMLW 6LQJK¶V
IDPHG WURXSH RI µ$PD]RQ¶ GDQFHUV15 9LULQGHU .DOUD¶V UHFHQW ERRN again provides only a 
partial reference to music making XQGHU WKH 3XQMDE¶V PRVW significant 19th century ruler.16 
Perhaps this is because, as articulated above by Waheeduddin, musicians and female 
SHUIRUPHUVKDYHEHHQFRQYHQWLRQDOO\YLHZHGDV LQKDELWLQJD OLPLQDO VSDFH WKH µERUGHUOLQH¶
EHWZHHQ 5DQMLW¶V SXEOLF DQG SULYDWH OLYHV ,W LV precisely this liminal location of female 
performers which makes them such an interesting case study: they were well-situated, in their 
VWDWXVDVµSXEOLFZRPHQ¶WRSUH-eminently constitute the image of the Lahore kingdom, while 
simultaneously holding a special affective place in the eyes of the ruler, on account of their 
artistic abilities. 17  I propose here to undertake a discursive analysis of the different 
perspectives on these communities across sources.  
 
Music was a vital marker of being a learned, cultured, and respected nobleman in mid-19th 
century Punjab, as per the &KƗU %Ɨgh-L 3XQMƗb of Ganesh Das, an important mid-century 
Persian text.18 This is also evident from at least one musical treatise composed in 1823 by a 
certain Diwan Lacchhiram. The %XGGKƯSUDNƗVKDGDUSD۬a, written in Brajbhasha verse in 
Gurmukhi script, details the characteristics of different UƗgas and rƗJLQƯs. Lachchiram extols 
5DQMLW6LQJK¶V Lahore as a city that brings glory to all, with its abundance of water, grain and 
fruit; providing people with all the pleasures of life: 
 
3DQFKƗENƯVREKKDLVHKURQƗP/ƗKDXUƗ  
1DUQƗUƯMƗPHVDGƗ dipDWGHVVLUPDXUƗ« 
3ƗQƯRGKƗn jite bharke phal det sabay sukh ko uoon po hai.  
 
The glory of the Land of Five Rivers, is the city named Lahore 
Men and women shine this crest-MHZHORIWKHFRXQWU\« 
It gives wheat, water and fruit aplenty, along with all comforts.19 
 
$WDQRWKHUSRLQW/DFKKLUDPH[FODLPVWKDWµWKHQDPHRI/DKRUHLVVXFKWKDWQRRWKHUSODFH
appears so: (it is) the gem of the country, WKHEULOOLDQFHRIWKHZRUOG¶20 The praise lavished on 
Lahore may explain why Lachhiram moved to the city along with his family, following the 
                                                        
13
 B.N. Goswamyµ7KRVH0RRQ-)DFHG6LQJHUV0XVLFDQG'DQFHDWWKH5R\DO&RXUWVLQWKH3DQMDE¶Quarterly 
Journal of the National Centre for Performing Arts, Vol. 7, No. 1, March 1978, pp. 1-10.  
14
 B.N. Goswamy, Andrea Kuprecht, Salima Tyebji, and Nainsukh, Nainsukh of Guler: A Great Indian Painter 
from a Small Hill-State, Niyogi Books, New Delhi, 2011.  
15
 %RE 9DQ 'HU /LQGHQ µ3UH-Twentieth-Century Sikh Sacred Music: The Mughals, Courtly Patronage and 
&DQRQLVDWLRQ¶South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies, Vol. 38, No. 2, 2001,SS- 
16
 Virinder Kalra, Sacred and Secular Musics: A Postcolonial Approach, Bloomsbury, London, 2014, pp. 58-9. 
7REHVXUHWKRXJK.DOUD¶VZRUNLVPDLQO\HWKQRJUDSKLFDQGQRWKLVWRULFDO 
17
 On how social liminality is a defining feature of the lives of musicians, across spatial and temporal contexts, 
VHH.DWKHULQH%XWOHU%URZQQpH6FKRILHOGµ7KHVRFLDOOLPLQDOLW\RIPXVLFLDQVFDVHVWXGLHVIURP0XJKDO,QGLD
DQGEH\RQG¶Twentieth-century Music, Vol. 3, No.1, 2007, pp. 13-49. 
18
 -6 *UHZDO µ7KH &KDU %DJK-i Panjab: Socio-&XOWXUDO &RQILJXUDWLRQ¶ Journal of Punjab Studies, Vol. 20, 
1R¶V	SS-7.  
19
 Diwan Lachhiram, Buddhiprakasadarpana, British Library MSS Selfmark Or. 2765, Folio 2a. 
20
 µ1ƗP/ƗKRUHQDDXUODJHPDxLGHVDQNLPDKƯNH PDGKƯVRKDL¶Buddhiprakasadarpana, Folio 2a. 
 6 
WHQXRXVVWDELOLW\HVWDEOLVKHGE\5DQMLW6LQJK¶VUHLJQ21 Though he does not mention Ranjit (or 
any other patron) by QDPHLWLVFOHDUIURP/DFKKLUDP¶VVWDWHPHQWVWKDWE\WKHV/DKRUH
had re-emerged as key urban centre, a locus for people of the arts and letters, from across and 
beyond Punjab, who flocked to the city during this time. Other manuscripts also point to 
ample textual engagement by independent theorists of music with UƗga-based music in early 
19th century Punjab, illustrating the centrality of Hindustani musical knowledge in the 
region.22 This period also saw translations into Gurmukhi of some classic treatises on music 
such as the Radha Govind Sangitsar23 and the 18th century Brajbhasha text, the Sangeet 
Darpan of Harivallabh.24   
 
$ORQJZLWKWKLVLQIRUPDWLRQIURPFRQWHPSRUDU\WH[WV5DQMLW6LQJK¶V3HUVLDQFRUUHVSRQGHQFH
during the 1830s contains several administrative orders for the maintenance of musicians 
through landgrants in the dharmarth or religious and/or charitable department (e.g. a 
musician named Kharga Das Dhadhi25), or grants of revenue-free wells to musicians.26 Ranjit 
Singh evidently continued many prevailing Mughal traditions of maintaining court musicians. 
The Maharaja listened to the flautist Attar Khan almost on a daily basis, given the frequency 
ZLWKZKLFKKHLVUHIHUUHGWR LQ WKHPRQDUFK¶VURXWLQH,27 and at other times, to WKHµPXVLFRI
WKHEDUGV¶RUWKHPLUƗVƯs under his employ, who were known to sing songs in Persian.28  By 
far the most important musician at the Lahore court was famed dhrupad vocalist Behram 
Khan, who hailed from Ambetha in Saharanpur, at the easternmost extremity of Punjab.29 
                                                        
21
 /DFKKLUDPWKRXJKGRHVQ¶WPHQWLRQZKHUHKHPRYHGWR3XQMDEIURPµ0RYHGWR/DKRUH3XQMDEVHWWOLQJP\
clan there/ Lachhiram finds great comfort in WKLV KLV SHUVRQDO KRPH¶ µ3XQFKƗE /ƗKDXU PHLQ -ƗNH .XO .R
9ƗVD/DFKKƯUƗPQLMGKƗPPHLQVRKWDVKDLELOƗVD¶Buddhiprakasadarpana)ROLR7KHWHUPµELOƗVD¶ was 
RIWHQ WUDQVODWHG DV µKLVWRU\¶ GXULQJ WKLV SHULRG DQG VR D VOLJKWO\ GLIIHUHQW WUDQVODWLRQ of the second sentence 
FRXOGEHWKXVµ/DFKKLUDPLVVHWWOHGLQLQKLVSHUVRQDOKRPHWKLVLVKLVWRU\¶,WKDQNWKHDQRQ\PRXVUHYLHZHURI
the article for this suggestion.  
22
 That Lachhiram was no exception is noted by O. C. Gangoly, who refers to another theorist from the Punjab, 
Sudarsan-acarya, who composed a Hindi treatise on music named Sangita-sudarsana. O.C. Gangoly, Ragas and 
Raginis: A Pictorial & Iconographic Study of Indian Musical Modes Based on Original Sources, Calcutta, Clive 
Press, 1938, p.138. Gangoly does not offer us a date for Sudarsan-DFDU\D¶VWUHDWLVH 
23
 Written in the late 18th century by the ruler of Jaipur, Maharaja Sawai Pratap Singh of Jaipur (1776-1804). 
The Gurmukhi version is available at the Panjab Archives, Chandigarh, and digital editions at the Chandigarh-
based Panjab Digital Library. 
24
 A Braj translation (made c. 1653) of the original Sanskrit text by Damodara (c.1600). The Gurmukhi 
transliteration is available at the Panjab Archives, Chandigarh, and digital editions at the Chandigarh-based 
Panjab Digital Library. I thank Richard David Williams for help with identifying these manuscripts. 
25
 J.S. Grewal and Indu Banga (eds and trans), Civil and Military Affairs of Maharaja Ranjit Singh: A Study of 
450 Orders in Persian, Amritsar, 1987, Order Number 244, p. 153. For more stray references to musicians and 
GDQFHUVVHH,ELG2UGHUQXPEHUV>µ5HOHDVHRIWZRZRPHQSUREDEO\GDQFHUV¶@DQG>µ*UDQWRIDZHOOWR
WKH DJHQW RI -XJQL .DQFKDQL¶@ 7KH PRVW FRPSUHKHQVLYH PRQRJUDSK RQ ڲKƗڲKƯs in Punjab remains Michael 
Nijhawan, Dhadi Darbar: Religion, Violence, and the Performance of Sikh History, Oxford University Press, 
New Delhi, 2006. 
26
 Grewal and Banga (eds and trans), Civil and Military Affairs, p. 146. The format and language of these 
landgrants echoes those of Mughal ones pertaining to musicians. In the context of religious grants, Anne 
Murphy has noted the continuity of old Mughal landgrant practices in Sikh Punjab. See Murphy, Materiality of 
the Sikh Past, Materiality of the Sikh Past, OUP, NY, 2012, pp.163-4. 
27
 H.L.O. Garrett and G.L. Chopra, Events at the Court of Ranjit Singh, 1810-1817, Patiala, 1970, pp. 70, 96, 
101, 186, 189. 
28
 Sohan Lal Suri, Umdat-Ut-Tawarikh, Daftar III, Chronicle of the reign of Maharaja Ranjit Singh 1831-1839 
A.D., S. Chand & Co., 1961, pp.22, 109-110, 689; Garrett and Chopra, Events at the Court, p. 198, 200, 205. On 
the PLUƗVƯs¶IDFLOLW\LQVLQJLQJ3HUVLDQVHH:DKHHGXGGLQThe Real Ranjit, 173-4.  
29
 Ritwik Sanyal and Richard Widdess, Dhrupad: Tradition and Performance in Indian Music, Ashgate, 
Aldershot, 2004, pp. 105-108. See also Vilayat Hussain Khan, Sangeetagyon Ke Sansmaran, Sangeet Natak 
Akademi, New Delhi, p.161. Many Punjab vocalists in the twentieth century trace their musical lineages back to 
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The Maharaja apparently awarded Behram Khan with the rather high-sounding, grandiose 
KRQRULILF µ$OOƗPD $EXO-ƖZƗP-e-$UEƗE-e-Ilm-e-0RXVLTXƯ 6KDW-6KƗVWUL 6YDU-*XUǌ
%UDKDVSDWƯ3ƗWƗO6KHVKƖNƗVK-,QGUD3ULWKYƯ0ƗQGOL¶30 Interestingly, this label brings Perso-
Arabic and Sanskritic terms in conjunction to grant Behram Khan the status of a highly 
learned man²universally applicable across both Islamic and Indic traditions.31 8SRQ5DQMLW¶V
death, Khan migrated to the neighbouring Jaipur court, where he also taught several 
musicians, including renowned female vocalist Goki Bai²who then went on to train 
representatives of the Patiala lineage later in the nineteenth century. Irshad Ali Khan, the 
great-grandfather of 20th century PXQMDE¶V most accomplished classical vocalist, Us. Bade 
*KXODP$OL.KDQDQGµDIDPRXV'KUXSDGDVLQJHURI.DVXUYLOODJH¶32 also sang at the court of 
WKH µ6KHU-e-3XQMDE¶33 Several NƯUWDQNƗrs or performers of Sikh liturgical music were also 
employed by Ranjit Singh, among them Bhai Ameera or Meeran Baksh, Ragi Mansha Singh 
Amritsari, and Bhai Mayya Singh, forbear of the so-FDOOHG µ1ƗƯ\Ɨ۪ GƗ gharƗQƗ¶ (barbers¶ 
musical lineage) of Amritsar.34  In short, Lahore was a key point of origin for the most 
important Punjab musical lineage±of Patiala²that was to later emerge in the post-1857 
milieu.35 
 
0XVLF DQG GDQFH ZHUH DQ HVVHQWLDO FRPSRQHQW RI 5DQMLW 6LQJK¶V GDLO\ OLIH F\FOH DQG KLV
quotidian experience as a patriarchal monarch, evident in a snippet from his typical day: 
 
At 1 p.m., he rises and spends an hour in hearing a portion of the Granth read to him, after which he 
resumes his Court which lasts till the day begins to close, when he either sends for a set of dancing 
girls to beguile the time or secludes himself in meditation until his second repast.36 
 
7KLVµPDWFKER[¶GHVFULSWLRQRIZKLFKPXOWLSOHYHUVLRQVH[LVWDFURVVWKHUHFRUGSRUWUD\VKRZ
HQMR\LQJSHUIRUPDQFHVE\IHPDOHSHUIRUPHUVZDVDUHJXODUFRPSRQHQWRI5DQMLW¶VHYHU\GD\
leisure. Recalling strictures for ideal conduct by a Sikh ruler from the PUHP 6XPƗUDJ 
quotation heading this section, enjoying performances by female dancers existed comfortably 
DORQJVLGH 5DQMLW¶V LGHQWLW\ DV D SUDFWLVLQJ 6LNK DV SHU KLV GDLO\ SUDFWLFH RI OLVWHQLQJ WR
scripture.  
  
                                                                                                                                                                            
Behram Khan. See Kalra, Sacred and Secular Musics, p. 104, for the world-famous twentieth century qawwal 
1XVUDW)DWHK$OL.KDQ¶VIDPLO\WUDFLQJWKHLUOLQHDJHEDFNWR%HKUDP.KDQ 
30
 Vilayat Hussain Khan, Sangeetagyon Ke SansmaranS7KLVWUDQVODWHVDVµ9HU\/HDUQHG6HUYDQWRIWKH
People and Lords of Musical Knowledge, Scholar of the Six Shastras, Master of Svaras, Sage-Counsellor, 
Serpent-.LQJRIWKH8QGHUZRUOG/RUGRIWKH6N\5XOHURIWKH(DUWK¶7KHµ6KHVKD1ƗJD¶RU6HUSent King in 
Hindu mythology is a companion of Lord Vishnu, and it is believed that the universe rests on one of his many 
WKRXVDQGKHDGV7KH6KHVKD1ƗJDµNHHSVKLVWZRWKRXVDQGWRQJXHVHQJDJHGLQVLQJLQJWKHJORULHVRI*RG+HLV
KLJKO\ OHDUQHG DQG ZLVH¶ C. L. Dhody (tr.), 7KH $GK\ƗWPD 5ƗPƗ\D۬a: Concise English Version, M.D. 
Publications, New Delhi, 1995, p. 277. 
31
 Given this information is available primarily through the oral record, it is arguable whether Ranjit actually 
bestowed Behram Khan with this title, or in fact, it is merely a gesture by which his descendants accord him 
UHVSHFW(LWKHUZD\WKHGLVWLQFWLYHKRQRULILFLVERWKDPDUNRI%HKUDP.KDQ¶VDUWLVWLFJHQLXVDVPXFKDV5DQMLW
6LQJK¶VXVHRIERWK,VODPLFDWHDQG%UDKPLQLFDOV\PEROVLQWKHFUDIting of a title to signify a man of learning. 
32
 Amal Das Sharma, Musicians of India: Past and Present, Noya Prokash, Calcutta, 1993, p. 165. 
33
 µ6KHU-e-3XQMDE¶RUµ/LRQRI3XQMDE¶LVKRZ5DQMLWZDVDQGVWLOOLVUHIHUUHGWRLQFROORTXLDOXVDJH 
34 Kanwal, Panjab De Parsidh, pp. 94-99. 
35
 Daniel Neuman has established how the tumult of 1857 definitively shaped the gharana system of modern 
Hindustani music. Daniel Neuman The Life of Music in North India: The Organisation of an Artistic Tradition, 
Manohar, New Delhi, 1980. 
36
 From a letter dated May 31, 1831 by C.M. Wade to the Secretary of the Governor General.  R.R. Sethi, The 
Lahore Darbar: In the Light of the Correspondence of Sir C.M. Wade (1823-40), The Punjab Govt. Record 
Office Publication, Monograph No I, Simla, 1950, p.281. 
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Locating dancing girls in an essential, quotidian part of a courtly setup contrasts widely with 
the jaundiced view held by most European observers, who typically regarded these 
performers as women of questionable character. The origins of this view can be located 
within an essentially Orientalist discourse on Indian monarchs found in the writings of 
5DQMLW¶V FRORQLDO FRQWHPSRUDULHV²English, but also all manner of Europeans.  The realm 
occupied by µnautch girls¶ was one where the Maharaja²otherwise widely feared and 
respected politically 37 ²could be unabashedly criticised, and very conveniently labelled 
profligate and debauched. The French scientist Victor Jacquemont most succinctly expressed 
this general attitude toward Ranjit when he remarked, µOne knows that Orientals are 
debauched; but they have some sKDPH DERXW LW 5DQMLW¶V H[FHVVHV >RQ WKH RWKHU KDQG@ DUH
shameless.¶38 Transylvanian physician John Martin Honigberger, who was employed to treat 
WKH0DKDUDMDDOVREHOLHYHGWKDW5DQMLW¶Vµdark side of character, was his extreme devotedness 
to sensuality, spirits, and opium, by which he shortened his life.¶39 Charles Metcalfe, the 
British envoy who met the Maharaja in 1808-09 for important political negotiations (leading 
to the Treaty of Amritsar) also conveyed disgruntlement at the delay in official discussion 
GXH WR 5DQMLW¶V SURFOLYLW\ IRU HYHQLQJV GHYRWHG WR GDQFLQJ JLUOV DQG GULQNLQJ.40 Based on 
0HWFDOIH¶V FRUUHVSRQGHQFH KLV ELRJUDSKHU - : .D\H FKDUDFWHULVHG 5DQMLW DV µa 
SULQFH«XQUHVWUDLQHG E\ DQ\ SULQFLSOHV RI &KULVWLDQ rectitude or any courtesies of civilised 
life.¶41 
 
This stereotypically negative view of musicians and dancers found an echo in subsequent 
writings of nationalist historians.42 Most commentators have therefore consistently referred to 
µnautch girls¶ as being a negative influence on the ruler. The early twentieth century historian 
AFM Abdul Ali,43 responding to the negative British caricature of Ranjit Singh, attempted to 
recuperate the image of the monarch, observing how µeven amidst the pleasures of nautch-
gLUOV DQG VKLQLQJ FXSV RI ZLQH« 5DQMLW 6LQJK SUHIHUUHG WR FRQYHUVH ZLWK 6LU 'DYLG
Ochterloney on military and commercial subjects.¶44 In current historiography too, musicians, 
and especially female performers, figure solely as a narrative trope to vilify the ruler as a 
JUHDWO\GHEDXFKHGPRQDUFKLQGHHG5DQMLW¶VSURFOLYLW\IRUGDQFLQJJLUOVLVVHHQDVHYLGHQFH
for his disinterest in any other, higher, form of art.45  
                                                        
37
 On the fear and admiration Ranjit inspired among the British, as head of the last significant empire of 
indigenous origin, see G.S. Chhabra, The Advanced Study in History of the Punjab: Ranjit Singh and post Ranjit 
Singh Period, Parkash Brothers, Ludhiana, 1962, p.95; Mohamed Sheikh, Emperor of the Five Rivers: The Life 
and Times of Maharajah Ranjit Singh, I.B. Tauris, London, 2017, p. 4 and Alice Albinia, Empires of the Indus: 
The Story of a River, John Murray (Hatchette UK), London, 2008, pp. 120-1. 
38
 HLO Garrett (trans. and ed.), The Punjab A Hundred Years Ago: As Described by V. Jacquemont (1831) & A. 
Soltykoff (1842), Nirmal Publishers, Delhi, 1986. 
39
 John Martin Honigberger, Thirty-Five Years in the East and Historical Sketches Relating to the Punjab and 
Cashmere, Vol. I, Calcutta, 1852, p. 56. 
40
 J.W. Kaye, The Life and Correspondence of Charles, Lord Metcalfe, Vol. I, Richard Bentley, London, 1854, 
p. 282. 
41
 Ibid., pp. 248-9. 
42
 $QH[FHSWLRQWRWKLVLV$PULW/DO1DJDU¶VODUJHO\V\PSDWKHWLFDFFRXQWRIFRXUWHVDQVLQQRUWKIndia, published 
shortly after Independence in 1947. See Amrit Lal Nagar, Yeh Kothewalian, Ruchika Printers, Delhi, 1958. 
43
 A.F.M. Abdul Ali, Notes on the Life and Times of Ranjit Singh, Indian Historical Records Commission, 
Calcutta, 1926. Ali was later in-charge of the National Archives of India from 1922-38. 
44
 ,ELGS,QWHUHVWLQJO\KHUH5DQMLWLVVSHDNLQJZLWK2FKWHUORQ\ZKRKDYLQJVW\OHGKLPVHOIDµ1DZDE¶, was 
greatly fond of female performers and Indian music. See William Dalrymple, White Mughals: Love and 
Betrayal in Eighteenth Century India, Penguin, 2002. 
45
 3DVKD.KDQQRWHVWKLVKLVWRULRJUDSKLFDOWUHQGLQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKH3HUVLDQ+ƗWLPQƗPDKOLWHUDWXUe sponsored 
by Ranjit. µOn the one hand, there are the historians who insist that Ranjit Singh was illiterate and uncultured, 
and cared only for the arts of the vintner and the nautch girl; sunk in the pleasures of wine and women, he 
sponsored no literature or visual art of any kind. On the other hand, there is a plethora of offhand and strained 
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As opposed to this simplistic perspective that limits musicians and dancers to the realm of the 
trivial, a closer look at the record reveals their significant political import in the functioning 
RI 5DQMLW¶V NLQJGRP46 These performers occupied what was at times a surprisingly central 
position in the intricacies of court ritual and spectacle at the Lahore GDUEƗr, and were a 
FUXFLDOSDUWRI5DQMLW¶VSROLWLFDOQHJRWLDWLRQVZLWKWKH%ULWLVK)LUVWKRZHYHUZHWXUQWRWZR
exceptional figures who ascended the ladder of social mobility- from being common 
FRXUWHVDQV WKH\ DFTXLUHG VSHFLDO VWDWXV E\ EHFRPLQJ DW GLIIHUHQW SRLQWV LQ WLPH 5DQMLW¶V
legally wedded wives. 
 
5DQMLW6LQJK¶V&RXUWHVDQ:LYHV$IIHFWDQGWKH$UWV 
Ranjit possessed a large harem, with of at least twenty legally wedded wives: the most 
prominent being 6DGD .DXU¶V GDXJKWHU Mehtab Kaur from the Kanhaiyya misl (clan or 
confederacy) and Raj Kaur from the Nakkai misl.47  7KHVH ZHUH WKH µSROLWLFDO¶ ZLYHV RI
Ranjit²women he married to firm up his strategic position as sovereign ruler of the Punjab. 
As opposed to these alliances, the only women whom Ranjit married for purely affective 
reasons, i.e., having fallen in love with them, were two famous Muslim courtesans from 
Amritsar.  
 
His attachment to Bibi Moran VR QDPHG JLYHQ µVKH GDQFHG OLNH D SHDFRFN¶, the first 
courtesan whom he married in 1802 shortly after being crowned Maharaja, is the stuff of 
legend.48 Ranjit was so enamoured of Moran that he apparently built gardens in her name,49 
and ZHQWVRIDUDVWRVWULNHµFRLQVRUPHGDOV¶LQKHUKRQRXU, inscribed with a peacock (mor) in 
1811.50 Ranjit bestowed her with a revenue-free grant at Pathankot, and a mosque in her 
QDPH WKH µ0DL 0RUDQ 0DVMLG¶ was built in 1809 at Lahore.51 It became a great centre of 
OHDUQLQJDOVRNQRZQDVWKHµ6FKRRORI0RUDQ.DQFKDQL¶ZLWKHPLQHQWVFKRODUVHPSOR\HGWR
teach Arabic and Persian and lecture on +DGƯth.52 0RUDQ¶V EHQHYROHQFH H[WHQGHG beyond 
                                                                                                                                                                            
attempts to prove that various Punjabi poets received patronage from Ranjit Singh.¶ Pasha M. Khan, µThe 
Broken Spell: The Romance Genre in Late Mughal India¶, Unpublished PhD Dissertation, Columbia University, 
2013 p.158. 
46 $OOLVRQ%XVFK¶VUHFHQWZRUNRQSRHWU\LQWKHFRXUWVRIPHGLHYDOQRUWKDQGFHQWUDO,QGLDDOVRGHWDLOVWKHZD\V
in which the presence of females (as performers and otherwise) was associated with the success and abundance 
of a given court. For example, she discusses the Kavipriya (1601) of Keshavdas, which has an important section 
devoted to explaining the importance of courtesans to the kingdom, especially the education and 
accomplishments of tKHVLQJHU µ3UDYLQ5D\¶DW WKHFRXUWRI5DMD ,QGUDMLWRI2UFKFKD LQ WKH ODWH VL[WHHQWKDQG
early seventeenth century. Allison Busch, Poetry of Kings: The Classical Hindi Literature of Mughal India, New 
York, Oxford University Press, 2011, pp. 39-40. 
47
 This is the number provided by Amarinder Singh, The Last Sunset: The Rise and Fall of the Lahore Durbar, 
5ROL%RRNV1HZ'HOKL)DNLU:DKHGXGGLQHVWLPDWHV5DQMLW¶VKDUHPFRQVLVWHGRIZRPHQRXWRIWKHVH
9 were married in the orthodox Sikh fashion, another 9 through the chadar dalni ceremony and 7 were 
courtesans. The remaining were concubines. Waheeduddin, The Real Ranjit, p. 165. 
48
 H.R. Gupta, History of the Sikhs, Vol. V, Munshiram Manoharlal, Delhi, 1982, p. 33.  
49
 See Ganesh Das, Char Bagh- i Punjab, p.116, for a reference to the gardens of Moran. 
50
 J.D. Cunningham, History of the Sikhs: From the Origins of the Nation to the Battles of the Sutlej, London, 
1849, p.179. See also Lepel Griffin, Ranjit Singh, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1892, pp. 108-109; Khushwant 
Singh, Ranjit Singh, Maharaja Ranjit Singh (1780- 1839), p. 184; and S.M. Latif, Lahore: Its History, 
Architectural Remains, New Imperial Press, Lahore, 1892, p. 224. 
51
 Latif, Lahore, p. 224.  
52
 See Bobby Singh Bansal, Remnants of the Sikh Empire: Historical Sikh Monuments in India & Pakistan, Hay 
House Inc, 2015. Also Singh, The Last Sunset, p. 19, and Gupta, History of the Sikhs, p. 527. The mosque was 
DOVR NQRZQ DV µ0DVMLG-e-7DZDLI¶ VHH 6DUESUHHW 6LQJK µ7KH 'DUEDU &KURQLFOHV 9RO 7KH 'DQFLQJ *LUOV RI
Lahore Parts I-,9¶  https://sikhchic.com/article-detail.php?id=4775&cat=12  Accessed 29 March 
2016. 
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Islamic institutions; once upon being cured of apparent possession by an evil spirit by the 
mahant  (priest) of the Bhairo۪ NƗ StKƗQWHPSOHQHDU/DKRUHVKHGRQDWHGWRKLPµDKXQGUHG
cart loads of bricks and money which enabled him to build many beautiful chambers and 
URRPVDWWKLVSODFH¶53 
 
More famously, Moran persuaded Ranjit to construct a bridge in her name, subsequently 
known as Pul KanjarƯ or 7DZƗL¶ISXO(the Bridge of the Courtesan)54, mentioned in the &KƗU
%Ɨgh L 3XQMƗb, which described the multi-purpose structure vividly as containing µD
dharamsala, a well, a tank, a garden and a sarai¶55 apart from the bridge itself. Moran was 
apparently quite popular with the people of Lahore, and on account of her µNLQG DQG
benevolent disposition was given the affectionate title of Moran Sarkar instead of the more 
RIILFLDORQH0DKDUDQL6DKLED¶56  
 
Anecdotal stories assert that instead of first paying respects at the Golden Temple, Ranjit 
would usually first meet Moran, incurring the wrath of the MƗtheGƗr (leader) of the $NƗl Takht 
µ7KURQH RI WKH 7LPHOHVV 2QH¶ DW WKH *ROGHQ 7HPSOH in Amritsar), Akali Phula Singh. 
Consequently, the Maharaja was summoned to the Akal Takht and awarded the punishment 
of a hundred lashes, which he apparently went forth to receive valiantly.57 Apart from Sikh 
opposition, Ranjit also faced tremendous hurdles for marrying Moran from within the 
FRXUWHVDQFRPPXQLW\ LWVHOI0RUDQ¶VEHQHIDFWRU0LDQ6DPGXDZHDOWK\$PULWVDU UHVLGHQW
DSSDUHQWO\SODFHGPDQ\FKDOOHQJHV LQ5DQMLW¶VZD\DVking him to fulfill all the rituals one 
KDGWRIROORZEHIRUHPDUU\LQJDFRXUWHVDQ:DKHHGXGGLQ¶VDFFRXQWQDUUDWHVWKDWLQRUGHUWR
ZLQWKHFRQVHQWRI0RUDQ¶VIDWKHU5DQMLWKDGWRIXOILOODFRQGLWLRQ 
 
It was customary among the families of the courtesans in Amritsar for the bridegroom to build, light 
and blow ablaze with his own breath a fire in his father-in-ODZ¶VKRXVH0RUDQ¶VIDWKHUERJJOLQJDWWKH
idea of marrying his daughter outside his class, made the observance of this custom a condition, hoping 
that it would frighten the royal suitor away. Ranjit Singh unhesitatingly accepted the condition.58  
 
,QRWKHUZRUGV5DQMLW¶VDFWLRQVZKLFKUDGLFDOO\FKDOOHQJHGWKHstatus quo, were seen warily 
IURPWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRI0RUDQ¶VFRPPXQLW\RIFRXUWHVDQVWRRAlmost three decades after the 
wedding to Moran, at a meeting in 1831 at Ropar with William Bentinck, the Maharaja 
witnessed the British Governor-*HQHUDOJUDFLRXVO\KHOSKLVZLIHLQWRDERDWµLQVXFKDZD\
that it indicated the heartfelt affection and deep ORYHEHWZHHQ¶WKHPZKLFKUHPLQGHGKLPRI
%LEL0RUDQ6XUL UHSRUWV WKDWKH VWLOO H[SHULHQFHG µH[DFWO\ WKHVDPHNLQGRI ORYHDQGXQLW\
with her and could not prepare his mind to accept separation from her even for a moment and 
every moment they remain full\DZDUHRIHDFKRWKHU
VGRLQJV¶59 Such examples are reflective 
of the deep affective bond he had with Moran, some 29 years after having married her. 
Again, as late as 1835 we find him declare openly though obliquely, how he thought Moran 
was his most beautiful wife. This statement apparently precipitated the suicide of the proud 
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Raj Banso, hailing from a royal family from the Kangra hills and universally regarded as 
5DQMLW¶VPRVWEHDXWLIXOZLIHZKRZDVRIIHQGHGLQWKHH[WUHPHDWEHLQJFRPSDUHGWRDIRUPHU
courtesan.60  
 
The other courtesan whom the Maharaja married a good three decades after his marriage to 
Moran, and one who is again mentioned across sources, is Gul Begum. At her wedding with 
WKH 0DKDUDMD LQ  6RKDQ /DO 6XUL LQIRUPV XV µWKH GDQFLQJ JLUls, from Amritsar and 
/DKRUH ZHUH UHTXLUHG WR EH SUHVHQW LQ WKH EXQJDORZ¶ DQG ZHUH JUDQWHG 5V - as 
reward.61 After the annexation of Punjab in 1849, she apparently lived on an annual income 
of Rs. 12,380 provided by the British government, in lieu of the forfeiture of her vast estates, 
until her death in 1863 at Lahore. 62  Such was her stature that according to Fakir 
:DKHHGXGGLQ¶V WURYH RI DQHFGRWHV µWKH 0DKDUDMD RIWHQ SURILWHG E\ KHU DGYLFH RQ
FRPSOLFDWHG TXHVWLRQV¶63 In indigenous chronicles, therefore, we find none of the moral 
opprobrium reserved for Ranjit having married courtesans, so amply visible in European 
accounts. Honigsberger caricatured Gul Begum as irreligious and immoral, and held her 
UHVSRQVLEOHIRUSURYRNLQJ5DQMLW¶VSURFOLYLW\IRUµRULHQWDOWULFNV¶64   
 
In another description from the late nineteenth century, Abdul Ali informs us of a particularly 
distressing dream Ranjit had in 1833 (the year following his wedding to Gul Begum), which 
IHDWXUHGµDEDQGRI6LNKVGUHVVHGLQEODFNZLWKGUHDGIXOIHDWXUHVVSHDNLQJKDUVKO\WRKLP¶
A perplexed Ranjit consulted the priests who interpreted the Sikhs as Niha۪g (Sikh warrior 
order) VROGLHUV DGPRQLVKLQJ KLP IRU KDYLQJ µUHOLQTXLVKHG WKH UHOLJLRQ RI WKH *XUX¶ E\
marrying Gul Bahar, and prescribed as atonement, the performance of the Pahul ceremony of 
the Guru for a second time.65 +RZHYHU $OL WHOOV µLQ DFFHSWLQJ WKH Pahul it was not the 
LQWHQWLRQRIWKH0DKDUDMDWRGLVFDUG*XO%DKDUWKHFKDUPLQJ1DXWFKJLUORI$PULWVDU¶66 This 
instance reveals the tension between the rigid Sikh clergy and Ranjit. Similar to the fluid 
moral codes practised by eighteenth century Khalsa chiefs, for Ranjit too, personal liberties 
DQG µSRSXODU QRWLRQV RI KRQRU DQG OR\DOW\¶ WR XVH 3XUQLPD 'KDYDQ¶V ZRUGV often 
superseded the strict religious strictures laid out in the UDKLWQƗmƗs.67 This anecdote among 
others HYRNHVWKHEURDGHUFXOWXUDOPLOLHXDW5DQMLW¶VFRXUWZKHUHDJUHDWHUHFOHFWLFLVPH[LVWHG
on matters of religion and doctrine.68 5DQMLW¶V VXVWDLQHG FRQQHFWLRQ ZLWK WKHVH FRXUWHVDQ
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wives²despite stiff opposition²is also reflective of the largely pluralist state (despite a 
greater partiality toward the Sikhs and Hindus69) he constructed. 
 
5DQMLW¶VWZRFRXUWHVDQZLYHVWKXVRFFXSLHGDQLUUHSODFHDEOHSRVLWLRQ for him, both personally 
but also as his public consorts. This was in stark contrast to the remainder of his harem, who 
rarely ever appeared unveiled in public. Moran and Gul Bahar were also dearly beloved to 
the Maharaja, in a way that most of his other more blue-blooded wives were not, given that 
those marriages were mostly strategic alliances aimed at strengthening the Sikh polity. Ranjit 
had married both courtesans²for affective reasons²but also given his partiality for their 
talent as musicians and dancers. We now turn to the condition of these performers as a class 
GXULQJ5DQMLW¶VUHLJQ 
 
Female Performers at the Heart of the Punjab-Europe Encounter 
Why should a Raja be instructed to retain dancing girls? [One of their functions should be] to expose to 
temptation any who come wearing the garb of ascetic renunciation²any yogi, digambar or sanyasi, 
any bairagi, pir or udasi. This they should do by proffering wealth, tasty food, perfume, and fine 
FORWKLQJ +H ZKR VXFFXPEV VKRXOG EH WROG µ%RJXV DVFHWLF <RX DUH VWLOO LQ ERQGDJH WR \RXU EDVH
instincts... Resume the life of a householder and find yourseOIDMRE¶+HZKRGRHVQRWVXFFXPEVKRXOG
be treateGZLWK>UHVSHFWDQG@DIIHFWLRQ« 
- 3UHP6XPƗUDJµ7KHSDWWHUQRISROLWLFDOFRQGXFW¶S 
 
The 3UHP 6XPƗUDJ, with its emphasis on the examined life, views the utility of female 
performers²for the ideal Sikh ruler²within a strictly austere framework. However Ranjit was 
far from ideal. His life-story clearly illustrates how female performers held a special status at his 
court and were employed for purposes of entertainment, and not simply to expose bogus ascetics 
alone. 70  RanMLW 6LQJK¶V SDUWLDOLW\ WR musicians and female performers was reflected in his 
attention to them as a group, ensuring their material requirements were met. He displayed a keen 
interest in their lives: attending the wedding of the son of a courtesan,71 generously distributing 
Benares dupaܒܒƗs during the holy month of Ramazan,72 and ensuring they received handsome 
salaries. The evidence thus clearly SRLQWVWR5DQMLW¶VFRQVLVWHQWHQFRXUDJHPHQWDQGSDWURQDJHRI
performers as a group.73 )HPDOHGDQFHUVZHUHDFFRPSOLVKHGDUWLVWHVDW5DQMLW¶VFRXUWZH ILQG
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references in the Umdat to them playing on the VƗUD۪JƯ74 and also to performing a range of 
dances. Then, there is the sheer ubiquity of female performers at his GDUEƗr, many of whom are 
RIWHQ PHQWLRQHG E\ QDPH VXFK DV 'KDQQR 1DEER .DXODQ .KDLUƗQ %DQQRR 3DKUR DQG
Bahari.75  
 
Female performers also hailed from diverse regions, and sang in a range of languages, including 
Punjabi, Persian, Urdu and Kashmiri. Performers employed by Ranjit Singh were a prosperous 
class, bestowed with land grants, all the more remarkable when compared to the condition of 
their associates elsewhere in the Punjab, especially regions outside his realm. During his long 
FDUHHU WKH PRQDUFK KDG GLIIHUHQW IDYRXULWHV :DKHHGXGGLQ UHIHUV WR D FHUWDLQ µ%DVKLUDQ¶ D
VSHFLDOIDYRXULWHRIWKH0DKDUDMDSRVVHVVLQJµPXVLFDO WDOHQWRIDKLJKRUGHUDQGKHU forte was 
singing ghazals IURP WKH'LZDQRI+DIL]¶6KHDSSDUHQWO\KDGD MƗJƯr of 8,000 rupees a year 
bestowed upon her, double that given to other girls.76 OQHRIWKH0DKDUDMD¶VIDYRXULWHGDQFHUV
.DXODQ µ7KH /RWXV¶ was the owner of seven good villages.77 In a latter-day account Baron 
Hügel QRWHG KRZ GDQFLQJ JLUOV LQ WKH 6LNK NLQJGRP DUH µDOZD\V FDUULHG DERXW LQ Garis, or 
covered vehicles drawn by oxen, and usually escorted by a party of armed police who are paid 
IRUIHDURIWKHPEHLQJUREEHGRIFRVWO\MHZHOV¶78 In contrast, according to Victor Jacquemont, 
IHPDOHSHUIRUPHUVLQ/XGKLDQDLQ%ULWLVK3XQMDEZHUHYHU\SRRUO\SDLGµ5VEHLQJFRQVLGHUHG
good pay for two of them, assisted by six musicians¶ in 1831.79 
 
Music and dance by female performers constituted a crucial aspect of 5DQMLW¶V quotidian life, 
pointing to his serious and very pro-active connoisseurship of the arts of the performative 
traditions. This has been demonstrated in the account of Fakir Waheeduddin the direct 
descendant of Fakir Azeezuddin and Nuruddin who were employed at the Sikh court.80 Contrary 
to the typical European view, these performances are portrayed by Waheeduddin DVµVREHU and 
GLJQLILHG¶ DIIDLUV GXULQJ ZKLFK RIWHQ HQRXJK 5DQMLW µFRQGXFWHG VWDWH EXVLQHVV¶ 81 
:DKHHGXGGLQ¶VLVa rare memoir that offers a modicum of respectability to female performers, 
recognising their crucial role in the state apparatus, in an alternative to the eager reductionism of 
Western writers:  
[T]hey mostly came from professional families with generations of training behind them to perform in 
royal courts and aristocratic assemblies and a rigorous code of etiquette RI WKHLU RZQ WR REVHUYH«
Western visitors, unfamiliar with the oriental institution of singing and dancing girls, seem to have 
allowed their imagination to be led astray by occasional departures from traditional observances.82 
 
7KHULJRURXVSURIHVVLRQDODFXPHQRIIHPDOHSHUIRUPHUVLQ5DQMLW¶V/DKRUHLVFRUURERUDWHGE\WKH
account of Austrian traveller and diplomat Baron Hugel²who supplies us with an objective 
perspective, atypical and exceptional when compared with other European writers. Hugel notes that 
DW/DKRUHµthe lavish profusion consequent upon the residence of a court causes their art to be more 
valued and better paid for.¶ %HVLGHV KH FRQWUDVWV WKH GLVWUHVVLQJ FRQGLWLRQ RI &DOFXWWD¶V GDQFLQJ
JLUOV  VRPHWLPHV µVWROHQ FKLOGUHQ RU VODYHV¶ ZLWK WKRVH LQ /DKRUH ZKHUH µeducation for their 
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profession usually begins at five years old, and requires an apprenticeship of nine years to perfect 
them in the song and dance.¶83 
 
Female performers were thus a well-regarded professional guild in early nineteenth century Lahore 
and SOD\HGDQHVVHQWLDOSDUWLQ5DQMLW¶VFUDIWLQJRIdistinctive state rituals, symbolising his power to 
outsiders. He particularly employed them to good use in his interaction with the increasingly 
IUHTXHQW (XURSHDQ WUDYHOOHUV WR KLV FRXUW (YHQ SULRU WR WKH HVWDEOLVKPHQW RI 5DQMLW¶V GDUEƗr, 
Western travellers to late 18th century Punjab like the Englishman George Forster, remarked upon 
the µJUHDWHVWLPDWLRQ¶LQZKLFKFRXUWHVDQVIURPWKHUHJLRQZHUHKHOG.¶ဌ 84  
 
While we do find a note of caution toward courtesans in indigenous accounts such as those of 
Mohan Lal Kashmiri,85  Ganesh Das, or indeed, in the orthodox attitude of the Akalis and in 
manuals for ideal conduct of Khalsa Sikhs (the references above to 3UHP 6XPƗUDJ), these are 
largely stray references. Conversely, the consistently censorious note toward courtesans found in 
European writing on Ranjit was of a different order, given its origin in contemporary European 
anxieties around gendered social interaction.86 ,Q WKHZRUGVRI6DUD6XOHUL WKH(XURSHDQ µZLOO WR
FXOWXUDO GHVFULSWLRQ¶ ZDV DFWXDOO\ D GHYLFH WR FRQWURO WKH DSSDUHQW WKUHDW RI ,QGLD WR (XURSHDQ
LGHQWLW\87To a certain extent then, we could dismiss these European accounts of female performers 
altogether, as simply another version of the trope of exoticised Indian women viewed through a 
VSHFLILFDOO\ (XURSHDQ µPDOH JD]H¶, replete with Orientalist imagery of them being sensual, and 
alluring creatures. Despite the speculative, fragmentary and pejorative nature of textual evidence 
gleaned from WKHVHFRQYHQWLRQDOO\µ2ULHQWDOLVW¶DFFRXQWV, they do help us retrieve, albeit partially, a 
measure of autonomy for these performers. Read against the grain, they offer a variety of insights 
unavailable in other accounts of the period.88  
 
Most European travellers express wonder at the different gendered norms at the Lahore court, 
HVSHFLDOO\ DW WKH UHJXODU RIIHUV PDGH E\ 5DQMLW WR WKH WUDYHOOHUV WKDW WKH\ EH µJLIWHG¶ ZLWK WKH
women they liked. It is indeed curious that male musicians and performers were not exhibited as 
frequently before a European audience, which begs the question as to whether this was a conscious 
FKRLFH RQ 5DQMLW¶V EHKDOI LI RQO\ RXW RI D GHIHUHQFH WR (XURSHDQ WDVWHV89 Again, older, female 
musicians also existed at RanjiW6LQJK¶VFRXUWEXWWKHUHDFWLRQRI:*2VERUQH0LOLWDU\6HFUHWDU\
to the Governor-General of India, was typical of most European commentators encountering Indian 
music for the first time: 
 
The Maharajah sent us in the evening a new set of dancing girls, as they were called, though they 
turned out to be twelve of the ugliest old women I ever saw, and who were highly indignant at 
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being sent away on account of their looks without being permitted to display their talents in 
screaming.90  
 
Evidently, where the music of India failed to woo foreign travelers, the dancing was quite another 
matter. When confronted with musicians and singing per se, the French traveller Jacquemont was 
put off by Indian music; yet he was deeply taken in by the dancing of the various groups of female 
dancers he encountered on his travels, even, at times labelling them as superior to ballet performers 
back home.91 Most European commentators liberally voiced their dissatisfaction with the music of 
India; while simultaneously declaring their preference for the dancers. This is perhaps unsurprising, 
given that most commentators were male and amenable to being favourably impressed by female 
dancers. 92  Could we then surmise that it was perhaps this strain of appreciation and relative 
approval from the Europeans for female dancers (vis-à-vis musicians), that accounts for Ranjit 
6LQJK¶VHDJHUQHVVin a peculiarly patriarchal logic), to exhibit his female performers to them? At 
any rate, this does explain the absence, in most accounts, of descriptions of female musicians alone, 
as opposed to the ample references to female dancers.  
 
Courtesans emerged as a prominent feature of the courtly setup, largely viewed in a benevolent 
way, in the writings produced by those closest to Ranjit, such as his court chronicler, Sohan Lal 
Suri. Indeed, they were DQ LPSRUWDQW PDUNHU RI 5DQMLW¶V SRZHU DQG VRYHUHLJQW\ WR WKH RXWVLGH
world. For example, at the end of a certain performance by musicians in 1831 during the visit of 
William Bentinck, Suri, author of the invaluable official Persian chronicle of the Lahore court, the 
Umdat-ut-Tawarikh, tells us: 
«DQGWKHFOHYHUVLQJHUVPDGHLWFOHDULQWKHLUPRVWSOHDVDQWPRRGWKDWWKH\FRXOGPDNHWKHDXGLHQFH
like pictures on the wall by making them listen with one slowly developing, charming tune of theirs 
and could lay open the doors of happiness, success and pleasure. The dust of ill-will and tiresomeness 
DQG WKH UXVW RI ZRUU\ DQG DQ[LHW\ JRW HUDVHG IURP WKH KHDUWV RI WKH ZRUOG DQG LWV SHRSOH«The 
combination of Jupiter and Venus took place in the Zodiacal sign of Pisces and fruits of happiness were 
put forth in the garden of joy.93 
 
7KH HPSKDVLV RQ SODQHWDU\ ERGLHV DERYH UHFDOOV .DWKHULQH %XWOHU 6FKRILHOG¶V ZRUN RQ WKH
connections established, during Mughal times, between Indic and Persianate traditions of astrology 
and medicine in attributing supernatural powers to raga music.94  )XUWKHU 5DQMLW¶V ELRJUDSKLHV
universally note his obsessive interest in medicine, across Indic, Islamic and Western traditions. 
Such an outlook on the power of music and the performing arts then explains why after every 
SROLWLFDOQHJRWLDWLRQDQGVLWXDWLRQRILQWULJXHVLPLODUUHIHUHQFHVWRWKHµPXVLFRIWKHEDUGV¶DQGWKH
performance of state-employed courtesans are ubiquitous.  
The consistency with which these examples are found in the chronicles, reflect how music and its 
impact²in very palpable terms of soothing listeners but also building unity and goodwill²were 
recognised as critical, even auspicious, in ensuring the favourable outcome of political 
negotiations.  In 1838, Ranjit again issued an RUGHUZKLFKLQVLVWVWKDWRQO\GDQFLQJJLUOVµZKRZHUH
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 Osborne, The Court and Camp of Runjeet Sing: With an introductory sketch of the origin and rise of the Sikh 
State,  London, Henry Colburn, 1840, p. 154.Emphasis added.  
91
 Victor Jacquemont, Letters from India: describing a journey in the British Dominions of India, Tibet, Lahore 
and Cashmere during 1828-31, Vol. II. London, 1834, pp. 85-6.  
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 In the late 18th FHQWXU\ 6RILD 3ORZGHQ RI µ+LQGRVWDQQLH $LUV¶ IDPH QRWHG KRZ (uropean men regarded 
physical beauty as a primary consideration in the evaluation of singing women, as opposed to their musical 
talents alone. Ian Woodfield, Music of the Raj, p. 155. 
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 Suri, Umdat, Daftar III, p. 88. 
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 .DWKHULQH %XWOHU %URZQ QHp 6FKRILHOG µ+LQGXVWDQL PXVLF LQ WKH WLPH RI $XUDQJ]HE¶ 8QSXEOLVKHG 3K'
dissertation, 2004, SOAS, University of London, pp. 188, 197-8, 224. This was also evident in the nineteenth 
century, see the treatise of Muhammad Karam Imam, Madan-al-Mosiqui, reprint Hindustani Press, Lucknow, 
1925. 
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especially good in singing, should be selected¶ to perform before Lord Auckland, the then 
Governor-*HQHUDO$FRXSOHRI\HDUVEHIRUH WKLVZHHYHQILQG$XFNODQG¶VSUHGHFHVVRU%HQWLQFN
bringing along his RZQ WURXSH RI µ+LQGXVWDQL GDQFLQJ JLUOV¶, on whom the Maharaja generously 
bestowed with 1,000 rupees at the end of a performance.95 Interestingly, this is part of a longer 
genealogy of British officials employing their own nautch sets, beginning with Warren Hastings.96  
Indeed, in the pre-1857 era, nautch-HV DFFRUGLQJ WR 3HWHU 0DQXHO µDUH GHSLFWHG LQ VHYHUDO
SDLQWLQJVRIWKHHUDDQG«ZHUHRIWHQ«HYHQVSRQVRUHGE\%ULWLVKRIILFHUV¶97  
The importance attached to musicians and dancers by Ranjit was recognised by his political 
opponents as well. Apart from being conversant in Punjabi and Persian, one of the important ways 
in which Captain C.M. Wade, the English Political Agent to the Governor-General, managed to 
ingratiate himself with and win the confidence of Ranjit Singh, was through an appreciation of his 
female performers.98 In 1831, Wade rewarded two favourites of the Maharaja²the performers 
Dhanno and Nabbo² with the princely sum of Rs. 550 each. There were no doubt countless 
unrecorded instances of the same.99 If he was to gain any success with the Sikh monarch, Wade 
shrewdly recognised that he needed to show proof of his interest in the performers closest to the 
king. Similarly LQRQHRI%HJXP6XPURR¶VPXVLFLDQV0$QWRLQH, entreated Ranjit Singh 
µWR WDNHKLPDQG WKH%HJXP¶VEDQGRIPXVLFLDQV DQG WKHRWKHU ,QGLDQ2IILFHUVRIKHUGLVEDQGHG
troops into his service.¶100  This is a good example encapsulating the great importance Ranjit 
attached to his musicians (apart from the obvious value he attached to military troops)²so much so 
that this was seen as a good enough bribe by Begum Sumroo, to lure the Sikh sovereign away from 
the British. Alas, he decided to consult the British on the matter, rather than accept the said band of 
musicians! That Ranjit instituted a Western-style band is corroborated by the English journalist 
-RDFKLP + 6WRFTXHORU ZKR DSSURYLQJO\ QRWHV WKH ZD\ LQ ZKLFK µEDQGV RI PXVLF uncommonly 
well trained, played our national anthem, and loud clarions proclaimed the glory of the Maharajah¶, 
at a function hosted by Ranjit Singh in honour of William Bentinck.101 More broadly, this instance 
reveals how Ranjit set great store by the intricacies of ritual pomp and splendor, ensuring that his 
personal musical band could play the English national anthem, so as to impress Bentinck. The 
prominent art historian BN Goswamy asserted almost 4 decades ago that, under Ranjit Singh, the 
nautch µEHFDPHDVWDQGDUGLQJUHGLHQWRIVWDWHHQWHUWDLQPHQW¶102 I would go further and argue below 
how with the passage of time, it in fact became an indispensible part of such entertainment.  
 
7KHµ$PD]RQLDQ¶'DQFHUV&XOWXUDO6RYHUHLJQW\DQGWKH6LNKVWDWH 
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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WKH*-G.) came up for presenting themselves to the Maharaja. The Maharaja, out of great 
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The call of the bugle and the beat of the drum sounded and resounded over the waves of the Sutlej. 
Their melody carried the message of good-neighbourliness and friendship across the river to the other 
bank to a monarch being regaled by the notes of Shahnai and the jingling footsteps of dancing girls. 
-Kartar Singh Duggal, Maharaja Ranjit Singh, The Last to Lay Arms, 101-2. 
 
Employing female performers especially for purposes of entertainment and spectacle, was a 
way of extending hospitality to the British and the Europeans more generally, part of a larger 
tradition spread more widely across India.103 +RZHYHULQ5DQMLW¶V/DKRUHIHPDOHSHUIRUPHUV
emerged as the foremost way to display the sovereignty of the Sikh kingdom particularly to 
favoured European visitors, especially British rivals. With the passage of time, and the 
consolidation of the Sikh state, Ranjit Singh felt the need to create a band of performers who 
could formally embody the martial glory of the increasingly powerful Sikh state. This led him 
WR FRPPLVVLRQ GXULQJ KLV µSHDN¶ RU µJORU\¶ \HDUV 104  a specialised troupe of female 
performers, who are often colourfully described by European commentators in accounts from 
WKH V RQZDUGV DV µ$PD]RQV¶ an invocation of the independent female warriors of 
DQFLHQW*UHHFH7KLVWURXSHRIµIHPDOHERG\JXDUG¶GDQFHUVZDVDQLQYHQWLRQXQLTXHWR5DQMLW
Singh. During Mughal times, there did exist female guards (or XUGǌ-EƝJƯ), however, they 
were responsible for policing only the haram or female quarters and not the male monarch.105  
 
5DQMLW6LQJK¶VWURXSHRIIHPDOHZDUULRUVZDVPRUHV\PEROLFZHKDYHQRHYLGHQFHRIWKHP
DFWXDOO\ ILJKWLQJ LQ EDWWOH DQG FRQQHFWHG ZLWK WKH GDQFH DQG PXVLFDO SHUIRUPDQFHV
HVSHFLDOO\SXWXSIRULPSRUWDQWYLVLWRUVIRUHPRVWDPRQJWKHPWKH%ULWLVKThe reasons for the 
FUHDWLYHIDVKLRQLQJRIVXFKDJURXSOD\ERWKLQWKH0DKDUDMD¶VRZQSDUWLDOLW\IRUPXVLFDQG
dance but equally, in a recognition that the bulk of European visitors to his court, 
tremendously enjoyed nautch parties. 
 
7KLV $PD]RQLDQ WURXSH RI PDUWLDO IHPDOH SHUIRUPHUV EHJDQ SOD\LQJ D JUHDWHU UROH LQ WKH
SROLWLFDOQHJRWLDWLRQVHVSHFLDOO\WKHEDWWOHRIJUDQGVWDWHVSHFWDFOHVRUJDQLVHGLQULYDOU\ZLWK
WKH%ULWLVKDW5RSDULQ7KHILUVWUHIHUHQFHWRWKLVFURVV-GUHVVLQJWURXSHRIGDQFHUVGDWHV
WR 0DUFK   LQ SUHSDUDWLRQ IRU WKH LPSHQGLQJ YLVLW WR WKH GDUEƗU E\ 9LFWRU
-DFTXHPRQW WKH )UHQFK QDWXUDOLVW ZKRVH UHVHDUFK HQGHDYRXUV ZRXOG EH IXQGHG E\ 5DQMLW
ZKHQ 
$UR\DORUGHUZDVLVVXHGWRDOOWKHGDQFLQJJLUOVLQWKHWRZQRI/DKRUHWRSXWRQPDOHJDUPHQWVKROG
VZRUGV DQG ERZV LQ WKHLU KDQGV DQG EH GHFRUDWHG ZLWK RWKHU DUPV DV ZHOO DQG WKHQ WR SUHVHQW
WKHPVHOYHVDWWKH'HRUKLRIWKH0DKDUDMDRQHOHSKDQWVDQGKRUVHVLQSHUIHFWVPDUWQHVVDQGZLWKJUHDW
JUDFH«106 
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 For shetia traders in 19th century Bombay using the nautch to favourably impress European visitors, see 
Anish Pradhan, µ3HUVSHFWLYHVRQ3HUIRUPDQFH3UDFWLFH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105
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7KH 6FRWWLVK WUDYHOOHU DQG H[SORUHU $OH[DQGHU %XUQHV ZKR ZDV SDUW RI µ7KH *UHDW *DPH¶
EHWZHHQ WKH %ULWLVK 5DM DQG WKH HPSLUH RI 5XVVLD IRU VXSUHPDF\ RYHU &HQWUDO $VLD LQ KLV
LPSRUWDQWWUDYHORJXHDOVRUHIHUVWR5DQMLW6LQJK¶VFRXUWDQGGHVFULEHVKLVµFRUSVRI$PD]RQV¶ 
 
2QRXUDUULYDOZHIRXQG«DSDUW\RIWKLUW\RUIRUW\GDQFLQJJLUOVGUHVVHGXQLIRUPO\LQER\V¶FORWKHV
7KH\ ZHUH PRVWO\ QDWLYHV RI &DVKPHUH RU WKH DGMDFHQW PRXQWDLQV DQG WKHLU ILJXUHV DQG IHDWXUHV
ZHUHVPDOODQGWKHLU'RQ*LRYDQQLFRVWXPHRIIORZLQJVLONPRVWEHFRPLQJLPSURYHGDVLWZDVE\D
VPDOOERZDQGTXLYHULQWKHKDQGRIHDFKµ7KLV¶VDLG5XQMHHW6LQJµLVRQHRIP\UHJLPHQWVSXOWXQV
EXW WKH\ WHOOPH LW LVRQH , FDQQRWGLVFLSOLQH¶²D UHPDUN ZKLFK DPXVHGXV DQG PLJKWLO\SOHDVHG WKH
IDLU107 
 
7KLV UHJLPHQW RI female performers KHOG ERZV DQG DUURZV ZHUH GUHVVHG WR LPLWDWH PDOH
ZDUULRUVSRLQWLQJWRDQLQWHUHVWLQJNLQGRIPDUWLDOGDQFLQJWURXSHSHFXOLDUWR5DQMLW¶VFRXUW
$GGLWLRQDOO\ WKH JHRJUDSKLFDO RULJLQ RI WKH $PD]RQV²LQ .DVKPLU DQG WKH KLOO VWDWHV²
SUHFLVHO\ WKRVH UHJLRQV WKDW ZHUH WKH KDUGHVW IRU 5DQMLW WR FRQTXHU DQG FRQWURO IXUQLVKHV
DQRWKHUSHUVSHFWLYH5DQMLWFRQTXHUHG.DVKPLULQDIWHUVXSSUHVVLQJLWVHUVWZKLOH$IJKDQ
UXOHUVDQGWKHILUVWUHIHUHQFHVWRWKH$PD]RQLDQFRQWLQJHQWRFFXUDGHFDGHKHQFH,WLVTXLWH
SRVVLEOHWKDW LQ5DQMLW¶VH\HVKLVDELOLW\WR LQFRUSRUDWHWKH$PD]RQVLQWRDGHYRWHGPRFN-
µERG\JXDUG¶ UHJLPHQWRQHKHDOOHJHGO\IRXQGUHFDOFLWUDQWDQGXQDEOHWR µGLVFLSOLQH¶ZDVD
PHDQV WR FHOHEUDWH KLV FRQWURO RYHU WKHVH IURQWLHU UHJLRQV1087KLV WDNHV XV EH\RQG EDQDO
H[SODQDWLRQV VLWXDWLQJ WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI WKLV GDQFHU-FRUSV LQ VWHUHRW\SLFDO QRWLRQV RI WKHLU
µEHDXW\¶DQGµFKDUP¶RQDFFRXQWRIWKHLU.DVKPLUL+LOO6WDWHRULJLQ 
%XUQHV¶DFFRXQWRIIHUVXVLQWHUHVWLQJGHWDLOVDERXWWKHJHQHURXVWHUPVIRUWKHPDLQWHQDQFHRI
WKLVVSHFLDOUHJLPHQWRIPDUWLDOIHPDOHGDQFHUVDW5DQMLW6LQJK¶VFRXUWHVSHFLDOO\WKHIDFWWKDW
WZRRIWKHZRPHQZKRVHUYHGDVµ&RPPDQGDQWV¶WRWKHUHJLPHQWKDGEHHQEHVWRZHGZLWK
ODQG-JUDQWV RI YLOODJHV DQG DQ DOORZDQFH RI ILYH DQG WHQ UXSHHV D GD\109&OHDUO\ female 
performers ZHUHDQLPSRUWDQWSDUWRIWKHQH[XVRIUHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQWKH%ULWLVKDQGWKH
SULQFHO\ VWDWHV ZLWK D WURXSH HYHQ EHLQJ H[KLELWHG E\ WKH *RYHUQRU-*HQHUDO¶V RZQ
GLSORPDWLF HQWRXUDJH $W WKH  5XSDU GDUEƗU IROORZLQJ /RUG %HQWLQFN DQG 0DKDUDMD
5DQMLW6LQJK¶VMRLQWLQVSHFWLRQRIWKHKRUVHPHQDQGSODWRRQVRIWKH6LNKVWDWHRQHRI5DQMLW¶V
DLGHVVXJJHVWHG WKDW µWKHSDUDGHRI WKH=HQDQDSODWRRQPXVWDOVREH LQVSHFWHG¶5DQMLWZDV
PRUHWKDQHDJHUWRGRVR 
7KH 0DKDUDMD ZKR KDG PDGH DOO WKH GDQFLQJ JLUOV GUHVV LQ VSHFLDO JDUPHQWV«FDOOHG WKHP LQWR KLV
SUHVHQFH DQG%KDL6DKLEV%KDL5DP6LQJK DQG*RELQG5DP DQGRWKHU6DUGDUVJRW XS DW WKDW WLPH
XQGHU RUGHUV RI WKH 0DKDUDMD DQG ZHQW LQWR WKH KXJH FDQRS\ DQG WKH GDQFLQJ JLUOV SUHVHQWHG
WKHPVHOYHV GHFRUDWHG ZLWK FORWKHV DQG RUQDPHQWV PRYLQJ ZLWK D VKRZ RI DWWUDFWLYH FRTXHWU\ DQG
EODQGLVKPHQWV 7KH0DKDUDMD VDLG SRLQWLQJRXW WR WKHP WKDW WKHUH VWRRG WKH 6XEHGDUDQG-DPDGDU
DQGWKH&KREGDU$IWHUWKDWWKHUR\DORUGHUZDVJLYHQWRWKHPWRSURGXFHWXQHVULSHZLWKWKHVSLULWRI
H[FLWLQJMR\GHOLYHUHGLQDFRTXHWWLVKZD\110 
 
,PSRUWDQWWRQRWHKHUHLVWKHIDFWWKDWWKH0DKDUDMDDVNVWKHRWKHU6DUGDUVVXFKKLVDLGHV%KDL
5DP6LQJKDQG*RELQG5DPWROHDYHWKHURRPPDUNLQJWKHGLVSOD\RIWKHµ=HQDQDSODWRRQ¶D
SULYLOHJH UHVHUYHG IRU %HQWLQFN DORQH ,W LV IXUWKHU LQWHUHVWLQJ KRZ ZKLOH SUHVHQWLQJ WKH
female performers WR %HQWLQFN 5DQMLW FKRVH WR GHSLFW WKHP DV RUJDQLVHG RQ WKH OLQHV RI D
FRQYHQWLRQDO XQLW RI VROGLHUV ZLWK FRPPDQGDQWV RI GLIIHUHQW UDQNV 7KLV ILWV LQ ZHOO ZLWK
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%XUQHV¶DFFRXQWDERYHDQGUHLWHUDWHV5DQMLW¶VSUH-RFFXSDWLRQZLWKRUJDQLVDWLRQDQGPLOLWDU\
GLVFLSOLQH 
 
,WZRXOGEHHTXDOO\HUURQHRXVWRDUJXHWKDWWKH$PD]RQVVLPSO\IXUWKHUHGWKHSHUIRUPDQFHRI
D IHWLVKLVHGPDVFXOLQLW\ LQDSROLWLFDOFRQWH[WZKHUHZRPHQZHUHRWKHUZLVHRQO\VHFRQGDU\
ILJXUHV,QWKHLQLWLDOGD\VRI5DQMLW¶VSROLWLFDOFDUHHUZHILQGPDQ\UHIHUHQFHVWRKLVPRWKHU-
LQ-ODZDQGSROLWLFDOQHPHVLV0DKDUDQL6DGD.DXURIWKH.DQKDL\\DPLVODQGKHUUHPDUNDEOH
SROLWLFDODVWXWHQHVV5DMSUHHW$WZDO¶VZRUNRQJHQGHUUHODWLRQV LQ WKH6LNKNLQJGRPDVVHUWV
KRZ 6DGD .DXU ZDV LQ PDQ\ ZD\V WKH XQDFNQRZOHGJHG IRXQW RI SROLWLFDO NQRZOHGJH DQG
JXLGDQFH LQ5DQMLW¶V OLIH111,QGHHGDV OHDGHURI WKH.DQKDL\\DPLVO6DGD.DXUZDVDYHU\
NH\ILJXUHLQ5DQMLW¶VWDNHRYHURI/DKRUHVKHFRPPDQGHGDODUJHQXPEHURIFDYDOU\PHQWR
WKHWXQHRIDFFRUGLQJWRVRPHVRXUFHV112'HVFULELQJWKLVHYHQW.KXVKZDQW6LQJKWHOOV
XVKRZZKLOH µ5DQMLW6LQJKHQWHUHGZLWKKLVGHWDFKPHQW WKURXJK/DKRUH*DWH LQ WKHVRXWK
6DGD .DXU OHG LQ KHU KRUVHPHQ WKURXJK 'HOKL *DWH LQ WKH HDVW¶113,Q ODWHU OLIH 5DQMLW¶V
UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK KLV IRUPLGDEOH PRWKHU-LQ-ODZ ZDV D PRUH HVWUDQJHG RQH :DV 5DQMLW¶V
HPSKDVLV RQ WKH IHPDOH SHUIRUPHUV¶ VDUWRULDO DSSHDUDQFH DV FDYDOU\PHQ RQ KRUVHEDFN
SHUKDSV D EDFNKDQGHG FRPSOLPHQW WR 0DKDUDQL 6DGD .DXU¶V VWDWXUH" $W DQ\ UDWH KLV
LQVLVWHQFHRQWKHLUSDUWLFXODUIRUPRIVHOI-SUHVHQWDWLRQZRUNHGWRUHSUHVHQWWKHFRQWUDGLFWLRQV
RIIHPDOHSRZHULQWKH6LNKVWDWH 
 
2VERUQHZKRVH DFFRXQWZDVSXEOLVKHG VRPH \HDUV DIWHU %XUQHV¶PHPRLU DOVRQRWHG WKH
XELTXLWXRXV µGHWDFKPHQW RI $PD]RQV¶ ZKLFK KH FRORXUIXOO\ FDOOHG µRQH RI 5XQMHHW 6LQJ¶V
FDSULFLRXV ZKLPV DQG WKH UHVXOW RI« GULQNLQJ ERXWV¶ 114 +RZHYHU WKHLU GDQFLQJ DQG
DFUREDWLFVIDYRXUDEO\LPSUHVVHG2VERUQH+HGHVFULEHVWKDWWKH\DSSHDUHGµDUPHGZLWKERZV
DQGDUURZV¶DQGKRZWKHUHZHUHRULJLQDOO\DOPRVWPHPEHUVRI WKLVGHWDFKPHQWKDLOLQJ
IURPµ&DFKHPLUH3HUVLDDQGWKH3XQMDE¶ZKRRIWHQXVHGWRDSSHDURQKRUVHEDFN115 
7KHSHFXOLDU µKXQWUHVV¶ DYDWDURI WKHPHPEHUVRI WKH$PD]RQLDQ WURXSHZDVDOVR QRWHGE\
2VERUQHZKRJLYHVXVPRUHLPSRUWDQWGHWDLOVRIWKHDGPLQLVWUDWLYHPDLQWHQDQFHRI5DQMLW¶V
µ$PD]RQLDQ¶JXDUG 
 
'XULQJRXUYLVLWWR/DKRUHDFRQVLGHUDEOHGHJUHHRIH[FLWHPHQWSUHYDLOHGDPRQJVWWKLVIDLUHUSRUWLRQRI
WKH6LNKDUP\RZLQJWRDUHSRUWKDYLQJDULVHQWKDWWKH0DKDUDMDKLQWHQGHGWRIROORZWKHH[DPSOHRIWKH
&RPSDQ\ DQG UHVXPH DOO JUDQWV IRU ZKLFK QR IRUPDO WLWOH GHHGV FRXOG EH SURGXFHG WKH UHSRUW
KRZHYHU SURYHG WR EH SUHPDWXUH DQG , EHOLHYH 5XQMHHW ZRXOG VRRQHU IDFH 'RVW 0DKRPHG DQG KLV
$IJKDQVWKDQDVLQJOHLQGLYLGXDORIKLV$PD]RQLDQERG\-JXDUG116 
 
2VERUQH GHOLQHDWHV 5DQMLW¶V DWWHPSWV WR DGRSW HIILFLHQW EXUHDXFUDWLF SULQFLSOHV EDVHG RQ
(XURSHDQQRUPVDQGKRZWKHFRXUWHVDQVSHUFHLYHGVXFKDµIRUPDOLVDWLRQ¶RIWLWOHGHHGVDVD
WKUHDW )XUWKHU KH SDLQWV D GLVVDWLVILHG $PD]RQLDQ ERG\JXDUG DV SRVLQJ D JUHDWHU WKUHDW WR
5DQMLWWKDQWKHHSRQ\PRXV$IJKDQUXOHU'RVW0DKRPHGDQGKLVWURRSV:HVDZDOLWWOHHDUOLHU
KRZ %XUQHV QRWHG WKDW 5DQMLW GHVFULEHG KLV $PD]RQLDQ µSXOWXQ¶ DV µRQH , FDQQRW
                                                        
111
 5DMSUHHW$WZDO µBetween the Courts of Lahore and Windsor: Anglo-Indian relations and the re-making of 
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114
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115
 Waheeduddin estimates the number at 125, instead, and remarks how they remained in the troupe upto the 
age of 25. The Real Ranjit, p. 173. 
116
 Osborne, The Court and Camp, p. 95. Emphasis added. 
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GLVFLSOLQH¶1170¶*UHJRU ZULWLQJ VRPH  \HDUV DIWHU 2VERUQH DOVR QRWLFHG D VLPLODU WUHQG
ZKHQKHQRWHGWKDW5DQMLWµFRQIHVVHVWKDWKLVERG\-JXDUGDUHWKHPRVWWURXEOHVRPHDQGOHDVW
PDQDJHDEOHSRUWLRQRIKLVWURRSV¶118 
 
7KHSRZHUYHVWHGE\5DQMLW6LQJK LQ WKH WURXSHRI WKH$PD]RQV LVDOVRERUQHRXWE\RWKHU
VRXUFHV :KLOH (XURSHDQ FRPPHQWDWRUV KDYH QRWHG WKH ERZV DQG DUURZV WKH\ KHOG 6XUL¶V
8PGDW-XW-7DZƗUƯNKUHIHUVWRVRPHRIWKHPHYHQµKROGLQJVZRUGVERZVJXQVDQGVSHDUVLQ
WKHLU KDQGV OLNH WKH VROGLHUV¶ 7KH $PD]RQV ZHUH LQYHVWHG ZLWK WKH XOWLPDWHO\ SRZHUIXO
ZHDSRQVRIZDUIDUH HPXODWLQJ WKHPLOLWDU\EDVLVRI WKH6LNK VWDWH0RUH LQWHUHVWLQJO\ WKLV
UHJLPHQWHGVKRZRIZHDSRQVPLPLFNLQJVROGLHUV¶FRPEDWRQWKHEDWWOHILHOGFR-H[LVWHGZLWK
WKHfemale performers VLPXOWDQHRXVO\H[KLELWLQJDVHQVHRIFKDRVDQGGLVDUUD\ WKURXJK WKH
YHU\DFWRIGDQFLQJDQGSHUIRUPLQJ 
 
6RPH KDG WLHG XS WKHLU KDLU RU KDG OHW WKHP ORRVH LQ D GLVKHYHOHG PDQQHU GHFRUDWHG ZLWK JROG
RUQDPHQWVDQGDUWLFOHVRIMHZHOOHU\DQGSUHVHQWHGWKHPVHOYHVWRWKH0DKDUDMDZLWKWKHLUFUHVWVZRUNLQJ
DVVSHDUVRIEHDXW\DJDLQVWWKHEXGVRIPHQ¶VKHDUWV«7KHGDQFLQJJLUOVSUDLVHGWKHJORULRXV6DKLEV
JUHDWO\ZLWK WKHLU VZHHW VRQJVDQG WXQHV$W WKH VLJKWRI WKHSHUIRUPDQFHRI WKHGDQFLQJJLUOV HYHQ
9HQXVRQWKHWKLUGKHDYHQZDVZRQGHU-VWUXFN7KHDXGLHQFHVWRRGKROGLQJLWVEUHDWKOLNHSLFWXUHVDQG
WKHRQORRNHUVVKXWWKHLUPRXWKVLQVLOHQFHLQWKHLUHQMR\PHQWRIWKHVLJKW119 
 
$JDLQ ZH HQFRXQWHU WKH LGHD DERXW WKH SRZHUIXO VXSHUQDWXUDO LPSDFW RI WKH VLQJLQJ DQG
GDQFLQJRIWKH$PD]RQLDQWURXSHRQERGLHVERWKHDUWKO\DQGFHOHVWLDOUHQGHULQJWKHDXGLHQFH
PRWLRQOHVV VLOHQW DQG DZHVWUXFN µOLNH SLFWXUHV¶ 7KH IDFW WKDW VRPH female performers 
DSSHDUHG ZLWK ORRVH KDLU LV DQRWKHU PDUNHU RI WKH DOPRVW FDUYLQDOHVTXH HGJH WKDW
SHUIRUPDQFHV E\ WKLV JURXS RIWHQ KDG 7KLV FKDRWLF FRQQRWDWLRQ LV DJDLQ HYLGHQW LQ WKH
DFFRXQW RI +HQU\ (GZDUG )DQH IURP WKH ODWH 
V ZKHUH KH GHVFULEHG WKH $PD]RQV DV
EHLQJ 
DUPHG ZLWK ERZV DQG DUURZV ZKLFK WKH\ GUHZ WKH PRPHQW ZH PDGH RXU DSSHDUDQFH LQ WKH PRVW
ZDUOLNHVW\OH«:KHWKHULQSUHVHQFHRIDQHQHP\WKH\ZRXOGEHIRXQGHTXDOO\EROG,NQRZQRWEXWLQ
WKDWRI WKHROGFKLHIWDLQ WKH\GDUHG WRGRDQGVD\ LQDZD\ WKDWQRQHRIKLVPRVW IDYRXULWHFRXUWLHUV
YHQWXUHGWRDWWHPSW120 
 
)DQH JRHV RQ WR QDUUDWH KRZ WKH $PD]RQLDQV ZHUH WKH FKLHI LQVWLJDWRUV RI WKH ULRWRXV
VXEYHUVLRQWKDWLVDKDOOPDUNRI+ROL$QLO6HWKLKDVDUJXHGWKDWHYHQWKHLQKHUHQWO\FKDRWLF
IHVWLYDORI+ROLZDVXVHGE\5DQMLW6LQJKDV\HWDQRWKHUZD\WRGHPRQVWUDWHKLVDXWKRULW\E\
FRQWUROOLQJHYHU\DVSHFWDQGGHWDLORIWKHIHVWLYDOFHOHEUDWLRQVDVDZD\WREXWWUHVVWKHJORU\
DQG VSHFWDFOH RUJDQLVHG DW WKH /DKRUH GDUEƗU 121 *LYHQ WKLV FRQWH[W WKH OD[LW\ 5DQMLW
H[KLELWHG WRZDUG KLV µ$PD]RQLDQ¶ FRUSV LV DOO WKH PRUH UHPDUNDEOH 7KH\ DORQH ZHUH
SHUPLWWHGWRPDQLIHVWµGLVUXSWLRQ¶RUµFKDRV¶LQWKHFRQWH[WRIVWULFWO\UHJLPHQWHGFRXUWULWXDOV
E\WKURZLQJFRORXURQ5DQMLWSHUIRUPLQJZKDWZDVHIIHFWLYHO\DµPRFN¶PDUWLDOFKDOOHQJHWR
WKHPRQDUFK 
 
$FFRXQWVRI5DQMLW6LQJKLQWHUDFWLQJZLWKKLV$PD]RQLDQWURXSHLQDMHVWLQJIDVKLRQDQGWKH
ZD\ LQ ZKLFK KH WUHDWHG WKHP DV KLV SURSHUW\ H[SRVH IRU XV WKH SHFXOLDU LQWHUVWLFHV RI
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SDWULDUFKDOEHORQJLQJDQGHPRWLRQ LQZKLFK WKHVHZRPHQZHUH ORFDWHG ,Q WKHFRQWH[WRI
UXQQLQJ ZKDW 6HWKL KDV GHVFULEHG DV µD VWDWH IDVKLRQHG IURP SROLWLFV ULYHQ E\ FRQVSLUDF\
WUHDVRQLQYDVLRQDQGLPSHQGLQJFRQTXHVWZLWKERWKWKH0DUDWKDVDQGWKH%ULWLVKNQRFNLQJ
DW 3XQMDE¶V GRRUV¶ DQG DOVR RQH FRPSULVHG RI GLYHUVH VRFLDO DQG UHOLJLRXV JURXSV WKHVH
ZRPHQ²RSHQO\ GLVSOD\HG LQ PRFN FRPEDW EHIRUH ULYDOV²ZHUH SHUKDSV WKH VROH JURXS
5DQMLW VDZ DV EHLQJ LUUHYRFDEO\ XQGHU KLV FRQWURO +HQFH KLV HPSKDVLV RQ WKHP EHLQJ WKH
µOHDVWPDQDJHDEOH¶SRUWLRQRIKLVWURRSVSRLQWVWRGHHSDIIHFWLYHUHVRQDQFHKHIHOWZLWKWKHP
,QGHHG LQ WKH FRQWH[W RI WKH ULJLG FRXUW ULWXDOV SUDFWLVHG E\ DQ DXWKRULWDULDQ PRQDUFK WKH
$PD]RQV ZHUH WKH RQO\ JURXS FDSDEOH RI RSHQO\ FKDOOHQJLQJ EHLQJ EUD]HQ DQG WUHDGLQJ
ZKHUHRWKHUVGDUHGQRW 
The act of consciously assembling together, in the last decade of his reign, a troupe of cross-
dressing female dancerVZDVSDUWRI5DQMLW¶VDWWHPSW to culturally proclaim his superiority to 
the British. It also GHHSHQV)HQHFK¶VUHFHQWWKHVLVWKDWLQWKHFRQWH[WRIRWKHUWHFKQRORJLHVRI
UXOHDQGJLIW-JLYLQJVXFKDV.DVKPLULVKDZOV 
ERWK WKH PDKDUDMD DQG WKH DUWLVWV RI KLV FRXUW«SXVKHG EDFN DW ZKDW ZDV SHUFHLYHG DV %ULWLVK
SUHVVXUH«EXW LWZDVGRQH LQPDQ\ FDVHVZLWKJUHDW VXEWOHW\ DQGPXFK ILQHVVH DQGDSSURSULDWHGD
VHULHVRIFRPSRQHQWVZKLFKGLYRUFHGRIWKHLULPPHGLDWHFRQWH[WVDSSHDULQQRFXRXV«122 
 
,Q SDUWLFXODU )HQHFK QRWHV WKDW 5DQMLW DQG KLV DUWLVWV RIIHUHG D QHZ NLQG RI UHVSRQVH µWR
JURZLQJ %ULWLVK KHJHPRQ\ LQ ,QGLD¶ E\ VNLOOIXOO\ GHSOR\LQJ µREMHFWV LQ VXSSRUW RI DQ
DJHQGXP WR EURDGFDVW WKH SRZHU RI WKH 6LNK FRXUW GXULQJ WKH FRORQLDO HQFRXQWHU¶ )HPDOH
PXVLFLDQV DQG GDQFHUV HPSOR\HG E\ 5DQMLW DORQJ ZLWK WKHLU VSHFLILF GDQFH SUDFWLFHV RI
JHQGHUHG SHUIRUPDQFH DQG DQ HPERGLHG PDVFXOLQLW\ ZHUH VLWXDWHG ZLWKLQ WKLV µEURDGHU
DJHQGXP¶123 7KH $PD]RQLDQ ERG\JXDUG WKHQ IXQFWLRQHG WR UHSUHVHQW LQ DQ LQWLPDWH DQG
SULYDWH \HW VLPXOWDQHRXVO\ SXEOLF PDQQHU 5DQMLW 6LQJK¶V SRZHU WR WKH RXWVLGH ZRUOG LQ
SDUWLFXODUWRKLVULYDOVWKH%ULWLVKDVDOVRRWKHU(XURSHDQV7KH\ZHUHDFHQWUDOSDUWRIZKDW
5DMSUHHW$WZDOKDVFDOOHG5DQMLW¶VRYHUDOOGLSORPDF\SURFHGXUHWRµGD]]OH¶µKLVPRVWIDYRXUHG
JXHVWV« ZLWK FDUHIXOO\ RUFKHVWUDWHG JUDQGHXU¶124LQ D FOHDU DVVHUWLRQ RI KLV RZQ PLJKW DQG
SRZHUMore crucially, it was also an acknowledgement of the power²supernatural, palpable 
and tangible²invested in the figure of the courtesan and female performers, as possessors of 
artistic, and musical acumen- in the cultural universe that Ranjit and his courtiers inhabited. 
This universe was of course, vastly different from European understandings of the 
performative traditions, and we now turn to the hilarious misunderstandings that arose 
when Ranjit and his courtiers encountered contemporary European dance forms. 
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European Dancing versus Indian Nautching 
 
If Ranjit and his courtiers regarded the performance of female courtesans as the acme of regal 
hospitality, they equally viewed state occasions such as balls, where European women danced (as 
part of European dance traditions that involved the participation of both sexes), as an act of 
mutually respectful reciprocity. Conversely, most European writers predictably exhibited great 
ZDULQHVVDWWKHSURVSHFWRIWKHLUZRPHQGDQFLQJOHVWLWEHPLVFRQVWUXHGDVµQDXWFKLQJ¶7KLVZDVLQ
keeping with the European, and specifically the Victorian English, as the ideal norm of femininity. 
(XURSHDQ DFFRXQWV JHQHUDOO\ UHSUHVHQW WKH GDQFLQJ RI (QJOLVK ODGLHV DV DQ DOWHUQDWLYH PRGHO RI
IHPLQLQLW\DQGHQWHUWDLQPHQWWRWKHRQHSUHVHQWLQ,QGLD 
 
Writing in 1840, the English traveller Godfrey Vigne described the interesting misunderstandings 
that were so commonplace when Europeans interacted with sections of the Indian nobility. 
'HVFULELQJDQHYHQLQJRIHQWHUWDLQPHQWKRVWHGE\WZRRI5DQMLW¶V(XURSHDQJHQHUDOV9HQWXUDDQG
Allard, Vigne narrates a particularly amusing anecdote: 
 
Some of the principal Sirdars were invited in the evening, and came in anxious expectation of seeing 
the English ladies dance, who, it was understood, were going to perform a quadrille, or a waltz, in 
order that they might be able to say that they had danced at Lahore. The Sirdars, however, were 
disappointed, as it was very properly considered inexpedient to indulge their curiosity in this 
particular... an officer, who was on duty at the court of a Rajah, on the Indus, told me that he was 
seriously asked, if it were not true that Lord William Bentinck, when at Rupur, had made his lady nach, 
i.e., dance, for the amusement of Runjit.125  
The above instance draws into sharp contrast the gendered differences in the cultural worlds of 
nineteenth century Indians and Europeans. 7KHUHIHUHQFHWR(QJOLVKODGLHVGDQFLQJIRUWKH6DUGDUVLV
UHOD\HGLQWRQHVRIZRQGHUVKRFNDQGLQFUHGXOLW\7KHVHWRQHVVHUYHWRFRQYH\DRXWUDJHWKDW WKHLU
ZRPHQFRXOGEHREMHFWLILHGIRU WKHEHQHILWRIDYLFH-ULGGOHGµ2ULHQWDO¶SULQFHV\PEROLVLQJORVVRI
SRZHU WR ,QGLDQVDQGEDQ LQVLVWHQFHRQ WKHJUHDWHU µDXWRQRP\¶HQMR\HGE\(XURSHDQZRPHQDV
HYLGHQFHIRUWKHVXSHULRUYDOXHVRIWKDWFLYLOLVDWLRQ 
 
At the same time, Persian chroniFOHV IRU5DQMLW6LQJK¶V FRXUW mention the dancing of English and 
European women on par with Indian female performers. In April 1831, during the visit of William 
Bentinck, Suri records that WKHDXGLHQFHDWWKH/DKRUHFRXUWZDVPHVPHULVHGZKHQWKHµZLIHRIWKH
JRYHUQRUZLWK ILIW\(XURSHDQ ODGLHVFDPHIRUZDUGDQGEHJDQ WRGDQFHDQGVLQJZLWK LQVWUXPHQWV¶
'HVFULELQJWKHJDWKHULQJODWHUWKDWHYHQLQJ6XULDJDLQDSSURYLQJO\QRWHVWKDWµDGDQFHof the ladies 
(QJOLVKEHFDPHDVRXUFHRISOHDVXUHIRUWKHKHDUWVRIWKHDXGLHQFH¶126 On another occasion in the 
next month, after a great deal of merry-making, Suri equates the two different categories of women 
dancing:  
The glorious Sahibs, who were pleased to the extreme, stated that the Lat Sahibs (GG and the C-in-C) 
had shown the Sirdars the dance and music of their wives, and that the Maharaja had made them see 
the dance of the women and the music of the dancing girls.127 
Above, Suri seems to be insinuaWLQJ WKDW LQ WKH YLHZ RI WKH %ULWLVK µ/DW¶ WKH 3XQMDEL YHUVLRQ RI
µ/RUG¶6DKLEVWKHGDQFHRIWKHIHPDOHSHUIRUPHUVZDVVKRZQWKHPE\WKH0DKDUDMDDVDUHFLSURFDO
gesture, in response to µWKH GDQFH DQG PXVLF RI WKHLU ZLYHV¶ 6XFK D µQDWLYH¶ UHDGLQJ RI (GHQ¶V
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µUHVSHFWDEOH¶ (XURSHDQ GDQFLQJ ZRXOG KDYH FHUWDLQO\ ULOHG WKH µJORULRXV VDKLEV¶ These examples 
may be read as an attempt on the part of Ranjit to set himself on an equal footing with the English. 
European women dancing were viewed as a measure of the magnanimity of the EIC state, as a 
reciprocal courtesy to Ranjit and his courtiers and an acknowledgement of the power of his state.  
At another point in the narrative, after Ranjit introduced members of his court to Governor-General 
Bentinck during his 1831 visitµDFFRUGLQJWRWKHZLVKHVRIWKHLat Sahib (G.-G.), good singers and 
musicians with ambergris hair, including some English ladies, started a gathering of merriment and 
HQMR\PHQW¶128 This is remarkable, since ambergris applied to hair purportedly had an aphrodisiac 
effect,129 with the implication that the performers in question were courtesans. What is interesting is 
Suri¶V LQFOXVLRQRI µVRPH(QJOLVK ODGLHV¶ LQ WKHDIRUHPHQWLRQHGJURXSRIFRXUWHVDQV WKH LQIHUHQFH
being that they were somewhere on par with the latter, an abominable idea for the English, were they 
to read the Umdat.  
7KH VLVWHU RI /RUG $XFNODQG %HQWLQFN¶V VXFFHVVRU (PLO\ (GHQ, described her meeting with a 
IHPDOH DFTXDLQWDQFH LQ 0D\  LQ 6LPOD ZKR WROG KHU µWKDW the ladies... had settled that they 
would not dance, because the Sikh envoys were asked (to the dance), and they had no idea of 
dancing before natives«7ZRRIWKH6LNKVKDGVHHQ(QJOLVKGDQFLQJEHIRUHDQGwere aware that the 
ladies were ladies, and not nautch-girls; and I hope they explained that important fact to the 
RWKHUV¶130 
Perhaps Ranjit Singh and his courtiers did not LQ IDFW UHFRJQLVH WKLVGLIIHUHQFH IRUGXULQJ(GHQ¶V
visit to Lahore, the Umdat tells us how (QJOLVKZRPHQ µSHUIRUPHGDGDQFH in such a manner that 
even the houries of the heaven would feel their hearts sink at their sight. They performed in such a 
ZD\DVZLOOEHUHPHPEHUHGE\XVDOORXUOLYHV¶131 We must remember at this point, that Ranjit was 
always eager to establish the superior beauty of his Amazonian contingent (comprised primarily of 
µ&DFKHPLULDQ¶JLUOVHYLGHQWZKHQKHDVNHG2VERUQHµDUHWKH\DVKDQGVRPHDV(QJOLVKZRPHQ"¶132 
The English/European woman thus unambiguously figured as an object of desire in the eyes of 
Ranjit, and comparisons of their dancing with the very µKRXULHVRIKHDYHQ¶suggest the specifically 
Indian/Punjabi paradigm of gendered roles through which Ranjit and his courtiers viewed 
English/European women.  
 
7RPDNHVHQVHRIWKHVHµPLVUHDGLQJV¶,ILQGDQWKURSRORJLFDOOLWHUDWXUHRQJLIWJLYLQJWREHXVHIXOLQ
SDUWLFXODU /HZLV +\GH¶V QRWLRQ RI D µODERXU RI JUDWLWXGH¶ )RU +\GH WKLV ZDV D F\FOLFDO SURFHVV
ZKHUHE\DJLIWLVJLYHQLQDFNQRZOHGJHPHQWRIWKHJLIWSUHYLRXVO\UHFHLYHG133,QWKHH\HVRI5DQMLW
DQG KLV FRXUWLHUV WKHUHIRUH WKH VLJKW RI (QJOLVK ZRPHQ µQDXWFKLQJ¶ ZDV DERYH DOO D µODERXU RI
JUDWLWXGH¶ H[WHQGHG E\ WKH %ULWLVK 7KLV LGHD RI µSHUIRUPDQFH DV D JLIW¶ KDV EHHQ WKHRULVHG PRVW
FRKHUHQWO\E\5LFKDUG)ORUHVLQKLVUHVHDUFKRQ6SDQLVKPHGLHYDOQDWLYLW\IRONGUDPDSHUIRUPDQFHV
LQ FRQWHPSRUDU\7H[DV)ORUHVSURSRVHV D µJLIWLQJRISHUIRUPDQFH¶XQGHUVWRRGDV µD JLIW-H[FKDQJH
EDVHG RQ WKH ODERXU RI SHUIRUPDQFH¶ WKDW µHQJDJHV SHUIRUPHUV DQG DXGLHQFH LQ D F\FOLFDO HYHQW
IRXQGHGRQVKDUHGFRPPXQLFDWLRQVRFLDOVROLGDULW\DQGPXWXDOREOLJDWLRQ¶134,ZRXOGWKXVSURSRVH
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WKDWZHWUDQVODWHWKHµPLVUHDGLQJ¶E\5DQMLW6LQJKKLVFRXUWLHUVDQGFKURQLFOHUVRI(QJOLVKZRPHQ
GDQFLQJDVDNLQWR,QGLDQµQDXWFKJLUOV¶WUDGLWLRQDOO\FRPPDQGHGWRGDQFHDVDVLJQRIWKH(QJOLVK
UHWXUQLQJDIDYRXUH[SUHVVLQJWKHLUµPXWXDOREOLJDWLRQ¶LQUHVSRQVHWREHLQJHVWHHPHGFRQVXPHUVRI
SHUIRUPDQFHVE\WKHJORULRXVFRQWLQJHQWRIµ$PD]RQV¶135 
 
Conclusion  
 
That subtle gestures DQG µLQQRFXRXV¶ WR XVH )HQHFK¶V WHUP VWUDWHJLHV UHYROYLQJ DURXQG 5DQMLW¶V
association with courtesans, functioned as a critique of the British is borne out by a remarkable 
interpretation of the coins struck by Ranjit after his marriage with Moran. According to Baron 
+JHOWKHKLGGHQVLJQLILFDQFHRIWKHFRLQOD\LQDV\PEROLFFULWLTXHRIWKH(,&ီီ 
 
5DQMLW 6LQJK KDG FRLQV VWUXFN LQ KHU QDPH«SHUKDSV GRQH E\ KLP DV D MHVW DJDLQVW WKH &RPSDQ\
6LUNDURU(DVW ,QGLD&RPSDQ\ZKRDUHJHQHUDOO\ UHSUHVHQWHG LQ ,QGLDDVDQROGZRPDQ -- WKHZLIH
ZLGRZRUPLVWUHVVRIWKHNLQJRI(QJODQG136 
 
Lepel Griffin upheld this interpretation, noting WKDW0RUDQ¶VFRLQVZHUH µVWUXFN in caricature of 
WKH(,&ZKLFK LQSRSXODU ,QGLDQEHOLHIZDV D ZRPDQ¶137 It is interesting how coins struck in 
KRQRXU RI 5DQMLW¶V ILUVW FRXUWHVDQ ZLIH²an exceptional honour, given this privilege was not 
accorded to any oI KLV RWKHU µSROLWLFDO ZLYHV¶²were popularly perceived in early nineteenth 
century India, as a satirical excuse to lampoon the EIC. This example captures 5DQMLW¶V
inventiveness, for if such a belief existed at the time in India, the striking of coins ostensibly in 
honour of Moran conveniently served a twin purpose. First, it publicly proclaimed his strong 
affective ties to his courtesan wife, despite the mountains of opposition he faced for having 
married her. Second, it functioned as a witticism, obliquely punning on and critiquing his political 
rivals in the EIC LQDQXQGHUVWDWHG\HWXQPLVWDNDEOHDVVHUWLRQRI5DQMLW¶VVRYHUHLJQW\. Through 
such cultural symbologies of rule, gender emerges as a central narrative ploy Ranjit utilised in 
interactions with political rivals. Similar to the jesting fashion in which the Maharaja interacted 
ZLWK KLV µ$PD]RQV¶ Whis tongue-in-cheek numismatic jibe at the British reveals how emotions 
like humour, irony and satire were productive of µWKHPDWHULDOLW\DQGSUDFWLFHV¶138 through which 
Ranjit Singh imagined the sovereignty of his state. 
7KLVDUWLFOHKDVVRXJKW WRQXDQFHRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI WKe performative traditionsDW5DQMLW¶V
FRXUWDWWHPSWLQJWRestablish WZRLPSRUWDQWLQVLJKWV)LUVWIDUIURPEHLQJDµFXOWXUDOEDFNZDWHU¶
the Sikh state at Lahore was a principal patron of classical music and dance traditions. Second, 
female musicians and dancers in particular were well endowed and well looked after as a class 
and community, and this was evident in their strategic deployment as important instruments of the 
µFXOWXUDOWHFKQRORJLHVRIUXOH¶WKDW5DQMLWXVHGLQWKHSROLWLFDOGLDORJXHZLWKWKH(,&VWDWH 
5DQMLWFRQVROLGDWHGDQGH[SDQGHG/DKRUHDV3XQMDE¶VFDSLWDORIWKHDUWVPXVLFDQGFXOWXUHLQWKH
WUXHVW VHQVH DWWUDFWLQJ D VLJQLILFDQW QXPEHU RI PXVLFLDQV DQG DUWLVWV IURP DFURVV WKH UHJLRQ²
ZKHWKHU GKUXSDG SHUIRUPHUV IURP .DVXU DQG $PEHWKD FRXUWHVDQV IURP .DVKPLU RU PXVLF
VFKRODUVOLNH'LZDQ/DFKKLUDP7KURXJKRXW5DQMLW6LQJK¶VUHLJQIHPDOHSHUIRUPHUVZHUHDZHOO-
RII JURXS ZKR SOD\HG D VLJQLILFDQW UROH Ln the crafting of state rituals and the articulation of 
power and identity DW WKH /DKRUH GDUEƗU 7KLV ZDV SDUWLDOO\ RQ DFFRXQW RI WKHLU VWDWXV as 
                                                        
135
 This idea of reciprocity and mutual exchange was first theorised by Marcel Mauss in his classic work on gift 
giving, The Gift: Form and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies [Paris, 1950]; English translation by Ian 
Cunnison, Cohen and West Ltd., London, 1966. 
136
 Hügel, Travels, pp. 383-4. 
137
 Griffin, Ranjit Singh, p. 109.  
138
 .KDQµ7KH6RFLDO3URGXFWLRQ¶S 
 25 
harbingers of auspiciousQHVV DQG LQ 5DQMLW¶V UHFRJQLWLRQ RI WKHLU H[WUDRUGLQDU\ SRZHU DV
musicians, to have an impact on not simply listeners in the physical world, but also forces in the 
celestial and supernatural world beyond.  
Ranjit Singh was an astutely creative ruler drawing on a range of eclectic sources²a palimpsest 
of symbols²in the construction of his personal and political persona. The two were closely 
connected in the case of Ranjit, especially through the community of female performers at his 
FRXUW $ IRFXV RQ (XURSHDQ WUDYHOOHUV¶ GLVFRXUVHV RQ FRXUWHVDQV LQ 5DQMLW¶V HUD UHYHDOHG WKHLU
WHOOWDOHµ2ULHQWDOLVW¶JD]H(TXDOO\WKHVXEWOHVWUDWHJLHVRIVHOI-fashioning and state-ritual adopted 
E\ 5DQMLW RIIHU HYLGHQFH RI D µUHYHUVH JD]H¶ trained on European and specifically British 
commentators SRLQWLQJ WR KRZ South Asians were LQ 7RQ\ %DOODQW\QH¶V ZRUGV µ«DV
anthropologically-minded observers of European culture as Europeans were of South Asian 
FXOWXUH¶PDUNLQJRXWWKHFRORQLDOHQFRXQWHUDVDµWZR-VLGHG¶DIIDLU139  
, KDYH DUJXHG WKDW WKH SHFXOLDU QDWXUH RI WKH µ$PD]RQLDQ FRUSV¶ RI IHPDOH KXQWUHVV SHUIRUPHUV
PDNHVVHQVHIURPWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRIWKHLUORFDWLRQwithin princely culture and paternalismLQ
5DQMLW6LQJK¶VPDUWLDODQGPDVFXOLQLVWVWDWH7KHVHZRPHQHPERGLHGWKURXJKWKHLUSHUIRUPDQFH
RIPDVFXOLQH-VW\OHGDFUREDWLFV LQWHJUDWHG LQWR WKHLUGDQFHDQGPXVLFDQRSHQFHOHEUDWLRQRI WKH
PDUWLDOJORU\RIWKH6LNKVWDWH7KHLUFHQWUDOLW\DFTXLUHGPHDQLQJIURPWKHaffective and emotional 
charge of their celebration, as women, RIWKH6LNKVWDWH¶VDFWLRQVDQGH[SORLWVRQWKHEDWWOHILHOG, in 
a subversion of gendered hierarchies. ,QDFRXUWO\PLOLHXJURXQGHGLQH[SOLFLWPLOLWDU\GLVFLSOLQH
WKLV JURXS ZDV PRVW ZHOO VXLWHG WR VXEYHUW WKH OLQHV RI GHIHUHQFH PDLQWDLQHG WRZDUGV WKH DOO-
SRZHUIXO 5DQMLW E\ WKH PDMRULW\ RI KLV RWKHU VXEMHFWV :LWK WKHLU FKDUDFWHULVWLF SHUIRUPDQFH
SUDFWLFHVDQG µPLPLFFRPEDW¶ ULWXDOV WKH\VORZO\HPHUJHGDV WKHRQO\RQHVFDSDEOHRISXEOLFO\
VXEYHUWLQJ KLHUDUFKLHV RI VWDWH SRZHU 7KDW 5DQMLW¶V UHJLPH ZDV NQRZQ IRU LWV UHOLDQFH RQ
SROLWLFDOO\DVWXWHGLSORPDF\DVPXFKDVDFWLYHZDUIDUHKHOSVXVVLWXDWHWKHµ$PD]RQLDQ¶GDQFHUV DW
KLV FRXUW LQ WKH FUXFLDO SRVLWLRQ RI EURDGFDVWLQJ QRW RQO\ WKH PLOLWDU\ EXW DOVR WKH FXOWXUDO
VXSHULRULW\ RI WKH QHZ 6LNK VWDWH WR LWV RSSRQHQWV LQ WKH YRODWLOH SROLWLFDO PLOLHX RI HDUO\
QLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\QRUWK,QGLD 
,Q VKRUW WKH $PD]RQLDQV ZRUNHG WR KHOS 5DQMLW IDVKLRQ KLPVHOI DV DQ DOO-SRZHUIXO PRQDUFK
GXULQJD WLPHRISROLWLFDO LQVWDELOLW\DQGXQFHUWDLQW\ZLWK VHYHUDOGLIIHUHQW ULYDOV IXQFWLRQLQJ LQ
WKHPLG-QLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\PLOLHXRIQRUWK,QGLD5DQMLW¶Vµ$PD]RQLDQ¶H[SHULPHQW epitomises a 
singular martiality, fundamentally different from the aggressive masculinist martiality of the 
$NDOL1LKDQJV,QWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIDµPRFN¶PDUWLDOSHUIRUPDQFHWURXSH5DQMLWZDVFXULRXVO\
inclusive and catholic, showcasing a version of Sikh masculinity yoked to a more cosmopolitan 
variety of statecraft, as opposed to the usual location of Sikh masculinity within an aggressively 
militant religious setting.  
More broadly, this article reframes the debate, discourse and scholarship on female performers in 
nineteenth century India, to re-instate them as an important tool of state negotiation and Indo-
European diplomacy. I hope to have highlighted the cultural dynamism of Ranjit Singh in 
drawing on a range of pre-existing symbols and practices pertaining to female performers in north 
India to fashion a unique Sikh code of power, framed in a discourse of gender, sexuality, affect, 
ethics and power.  
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